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Introduction to Gender, Sex, and Sexuality 
class="introduction" 


Some 
children may 
learn at an 
early age that 
their gender 
does not 
correspond 
with their 
sex. (Photo 
courtesy of 
Rajesh 
Kumar/flickr 


) 


Can you explain how sex, sexuality, and gender are different from each 
other? In this chapter, we will discuss the differences between sex and 


gender, along with issues like gender identity and sexuality. We will also 
explore various theoretical perspectives on the subjects of gender and 
sexuality, including the social construction of sexuality and queer theory. 


Sex and Gender 


e Define and differentiate between sex and gender 

¢ Define and discuss what is meant by gender identity 

e Understand and discuss the role of homophobia and heterosexism in 
society 

e Distinguish the meanings of transgender, transsexual, and homosexual 
identities 


While the biological differences between 
males and females are fairly straightforward, 
the social and cultural aspects of being a 
man or woman can be complicated. (Photo 
courtesy of PublicInsta) 


Sex and gender are not the same. Sociologists and other social scientists 
view them as conceptually distinct. The word sex has two different 
meanings and is complicated. One is about biological differences between 
males and females that are given to us at birth. The other is about bodily 


interactions between individuals involving their genitals, which is very 
much complicated for social scientists to study, as will be seen below. 


The word gender, by contrast, involves more social aspects that we have to 
learn through the process of socialization. It refers to socially defined 
behaviors and attitudes for a girl or for a boy to maintain. It's nurture and 
not nature. This means that while "gender" varies across societies and 
changes over time, "sex" as a biological trait doesn't. For this reason, when 
social scientists study differences between females and males in their 
behaviors and attitudes, they tend to use "gender," rather than "sex." When 
they study bodily interactions involving genitals, of course, it is "sex" or 
sexual intercourse that they use. 


A person’s sex, as determined by his or her biology, is not necessarily 
consistent with his or her gender. A baby boy who is born with male 
genitalia is identified as male. As he grows, however, he may identify with 
the feminine aspects of his culture. This can happen to girls, as well. Rather, 
it should be noticed that one's gender (behavior, attitude, and identity) may 
not correspond 100% with his/her sex (genitalia). 


The dichotomous view of gender (the notion that someone is either male or 
female) is specific to certain cultures and is not universal. In some cultures 
gender is viewed as fluid. In the past, some anthropologists used the term 
berdache to refer to individuals who occasionally or permanently dressed 
and lived as a different gender. The practice has been noted among certain 
Native American tribes (Jacobs, Thomas, and Lang 1997). Samoan culture 
accepts what Samoans refer to as a “third gender.” Fa’afafine, which 
translates as “the way of the woman,” is a term used to describe individuals 
who are born biologically male but embody both masculine and feminine 
traits. Fa’afafines are considered an important part of Samoan culture. 
Individuals from other cultures may mislabel them as homosexuals because 
fa’afafines have a varied sexual life that may include men and women 
(Poasa 1992). 


The Legalese of Sex and Gender 

The terms sex and gender have not always been differentiated in the English 
language. It was not until the 1950s that U.S. and British psychologists and 
other professionals working with intersex and transsexual patients formally 


began distinguishing between sex and gender. Since then, psychological and 
physiological professionals have increasingly used the term gender (Moi 
2005). 


Sexual Orientation 


Sexual orientation refers to physical, mental, emotional, and sexual 
attraction to a particular sex. Sexual orientation can be categorized into four 
types: heterosexuality, the attraction to individuals of the other sex; 
homosexuality, the attraction to individuals of the same sex; bisexuality, the 
attraction to individuals of either sex; and asexuality, no attraction to either 
Sex. 


Heterosexuals and homosexuals may also be referred to informally as 
“straight” and “gay,” respectively. The United States is a "heteronormative" 
society, meaning it assumes only heterosexuality is normal sexual 
orientation. Consider that homosexuals are often asked, “When did you 
know you were gay?” but heterosexuals are rarely asked, “When did you 
know that you were straight?” (Ryle 2011). 


According to current scientific understanding, individuals are usually aware 
of their sexual orientation between middle childhood and early adolescence 
(American Psychological Association 2008), although it can change over 
time. At the point of puberty, some homosexuals or bisexuals may be able 
to announce their sexual orientations, while others may be unready or 
unwilling to confess their sexual orientation since it goes against U.S. 
society’s historical norms (APA 2008). This reflects the heteronormative 
tendency of our society. 


Alfred Kinsey was among the first to conceptualize sexual orientation as a 
continuum rather than a strict dichotomy of gay or straight. He created a 
six-point rating scale that ranges from exclusively heterosexual to 
exclusively homosexual (see the figure below). In his 1948 work Sexual 
Behavior in the Human Male, Kinsey writes, “Males do not represent two 
discrete populations, heterosexual and homosexual. The world is not to be 
divided into sheep and goats... The living world is a continuum in each and 
every one of its aspects” (Kinsey 1948). 
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Varying bisexual responses 


The Kinsey scale indicates that 
sexual orientation can be 
measured by continuum 

(more/less) rather than 
dichotomy (either/or). 


Sexual orientation is not an either-or thing, like either dead or alive, or 
either passing or failing, but a more-or-less thing. One can, thus, say, "I'm 
more homosexual than you; in other words, you are more heterosexual than 
me." When one's sexual orientation changes, one can also say, "I've become 
more homosexual, compared to myself several years ago." 


There is no scientific consensus regarding the exact reasons why an 
individual holds a heterosexual, homosexual, or bisexual orientation. 
Research has been conducted to study the possible genetic, hormonal, 
developmental, social, and cultural influences on sexual orientation, but 
there has been no evidence that links sexual orientation to one factor (APA 
2008). 


Homosexuals and bisexuals are treated still today in prejudiced ways in 
schools, the workplace, and the military. In 2011, for example, Sears and 
Mallory used General Social Survey data from 2008 to show that 27% of 
lesbian, gay, bisexual (LGB) respondents reported experiencing sexual 
orientation-based discrimination during the five years prior to the survey. 


Further, 38% of openly LGB people experienced discrimination during the 
same time. 


Not just being socially discriminated against, but homosexuality was 
officially judged to be a "mental disorder" until 1973 by American 
Psychiatric Association, until 1975 by American Psychological Association, 
and until 1992 by the World Health Organization (WHO). Furthermore, it 
was also legally judged to be a "crime" in some states in the U.S. until 
2003, in which the "Supreme Court issued a sweeping declaration of 
constitutional liberty for gay men and lesbians today, overruling a Texas 
sodomy law" (New York Times 2003). 


Major policies to prevent discrimination based on sexual orientation have 
not come into effect until the last few years. In 2011, President Obama 
overturned “don’t ask, don’t tell,” a controversial policy that required 
homosexuals in the US military to keep their sexuality secret. The 
Employee Non-Discrimination Act, which ensures workplace equality 
regardless of sexual orientation, is still pending full government approval. 
Organizations such as GLAAD (Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against 
Defamation) advocate for homosexual rights and encourage governments 
and citizens to recognize the presence of sexual discrimination and work to 
prevent it. Other advocacy agencies frequently use the acronyms LGBT 
and LGBTQ, which stands for “Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender” (and 
“Queer” or “Questioning” when the Q is added). 


In 2015, eventually, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the Constitution 
guarantees a right to same-sex marriage. This epoch-making decision, 
which was the culmination of decades of litigation and activism, finally set 
off jubilation and tearful embraces across the country, the first same-sex 
marriages in several states, and resistance--or at least stalling--in others 
(New York Times 2015). It came against the backdrop of fast-moving 
changes in public opinion, with polls indicating that most Americans now 
approve of the unions. One of the Supreme Court justices said that "no 
union is more profound than marriage" and that the due process clause of 
the 14th Amendment extends to "certain personal choices central to 
individual dignity and autonomy, including intimate choices that define 
personal identity and beliefs" (U.S. News 2015). 


Gender Roles 


The term gender roles refers to socially defined norms (behaviors) and 
values (attitudes) attached to the ideas of maleness and femaleness. Related 
to this, there are two important things to know. First, we learn them through 
the process of socialization. Indeed, little boys and girls don't differ from 
each other in their behaviors or attitudes because they haven't learned 
gender roles that much, yet. When they become preteens, by which they 
have learned gender roles, however, most boys act as boys and most girls, 
as girls. 


Second, gender roles, just like the meaning of gender itself, vary across 
societies and change over time. Although most girls in the U.S. show off 
their body shape with tight shirts and pants, for example, those in Arabic 
countries cover their body shape with loose clothing. Regarding changing 
gender roles, for example, today many girls in the U.S. play succor or even 
practice karate, but two or three generations ago, very few, if any, girls did 
it. Societies are changing all the time, more or less. 


One way children learn gender roles is through play. Parents typically 
supply boys with trucks, toy guns, and superhero paraphernalia, which are 
active toys that promote motor skills, aggression, and solitary play. 
Daughters are often given dolls and dress-up apparel that foster nurturing, 
social proximity, and role play. Studies have shown that children will most 
likely choose to play with “gender appropriate” toys (or same-gender toys) 
even when cross-gender toys are available because parents give children 
positive feedback (in the form of praise, involvement, and physical 
closeness) for gender normative behavior (Caldera, Huston, and O’Brien 
1998). 


Fathers tend to be 
more involved 
when their sons 
engage in gender- 
appropriate 
activities such as 
sports. (Photo 
courtesy of Shawn 
Lea/flickr) 


The drive to adhere to masculine and feminine gender roles continues later 
in life. Men tend to outnumber women in professions such as law 
enforcement, the military, and politics. Women tend to outnumber men in 
care-related occupations such as childcare, social work, and healthcare-- 
although the term “doctor” still conjures the image of a man. These 
occupational roles are examples of typical U.S. male and female behavior, 
derived from our culture’s traditions. Adherence to them demonstrates 
fulfillment of social expectations but not necessarily personal preference 
(Diamond 2002). 


Gender Identity 


Gender identity is one's own subjective ideas about one's own gender. It 
may not correspond with one's sex, more or less. If it doesn't, to a great 


extent, it can be considered cross-gender identification or the "gender 
identity dysphoria." This used to be treated as a disorder, but is no longer 
today. The gender identity dysphoria can develop in childhood in the 
following ways, among others (Health Research Funding Org 2014): 


1. A repeated stated desire to be, or insistence that they are, the opposite 
Sex. 

2. A strong preference for cross-dressing in female attire in boys; an 
insistence on only wearing masculine clothing in girls. 

3. A strong and persistent preference for cross-gender roles in make 
believe play, in addition to having fantasies of being the opposite sex. 

4. An intense desire to participate in the pastimes and games ‘belonging’ 
to the opposite sex. 

5. A strong preference for playmates or friends of the opposite sex. 


According to American Psychological Association, transgender is an 
umbrella term for persons whose gender identity, gender expression, or 
behavior does not conform to sex assigned at birth. While gender identity is 
attitude, transgender is behavior ranging from "transvestism" (dressing and 
acting like the opposite sex) to "transsexualism" through medical 
interventions. It is estimated that 2 to 5% of the U.S. population is 
transgender (Transgender Law and Policy Institute 2007). 


Transgender individuals who engage in transsexualism through medical 
interventions such as surgery and hormonal therapy are called transsexuals. 
According to Health Research Funding Org (2014), as much as 1 out of 
30,000 adult males seek sexual reassignment surgery, and at least 1 out of 
100,000 adult females do it. 


Just like homosexuality and bisexuality, there is no single, conclusive 
explanation for what causes transgender. Transgender expressions and 
experiences are so diverse that it is difficult to identify their origin. Some 
hypotheses suggest biological factors such as genetics or prenatal hormone 
levels as well as social and cultural factors such as childhood and adulthood 
experiences. Most experts believe that all of these factors contribute to a 
person’s gender identity (APA 2008). 


Gender identity as well as sexual orientation do not seem to be simply 
fixed. They can change, in more or less complicated ways. In New England, 
in 2009, for example, researchers interviewed some transgender men 
(originally women). Of them, 16 said that they had sex with non- 
transgender men (ordinary men). The majority (62.5%) had used the 
Internet to meet sexual partners and "hook-up" with an anonymous sex 
partner in the past years (Reisner et al. 2010, p. 1). 


Also, as will be shown in Ch. 13, Marriage and Family, 73% of the children 
in same-sex couple households are biological children (of only one of the 
parents) (U.S. Census 2009). Why is it possible for same-sex couples to 
have their own biological children? Evidently, they switched their sexual 
orientation from heterosexual to homosexual. Again, sexual orientation, as 
well as gender identity, do not seem to be simply fixed. They can change. 


Summary 


The terms “sex” and “gender” refer to two different identifiers. Sex denotes 
biological characteristics differentiating males and females, while gender 
denotes social and cultural characteristics of masculine and feminine 
behavior. Sex and gender are not always synchronous. Individuals who 
strongly identify with the opposing gender are considered transgender. 


Further Research 


For more information on gender identity and advocacy for transgender 
individuals see the Global Action for Trans Equality web site at 
http://openstaxcollege.org/I/trans equality, 
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Glossary 


DOMA 
Defense of Marriage Act, a 1996 U.S. law explicitly limiting the 
definition of “marriage” to a union between one man and one woman 
and allowing each individual state to recognize or deny same-sex 
marriages performed in other states 


gender dysphoria 
a condition listed in the DSM-5 in which people whose gender at birth 
is contrary to the one they identify with. This condition replaces 
"gender identity disorder" 


gender identity 
a person’s deeply held internal perception of his or her gender 


gender role 
society’s concept of how men and women should behave 


gender 
a term that refers to social or cultural distinctions of behaviors that are 
considered male or female 


heterosexism 
an ideology and a set of institutional practices that privilege 
heterosexuals and heterosexuality over other sexual orientations 


homophobia 
an extreme or irrational aversion to homosexuals 


sex 
a term that denotes the presence of physical or physiological 
differences between males and females 


sexual orientation 
a person’s physical, mental, emotional, and sexual attraction to a 
particular sex (male or female) 


transgender 


an adjective that describes individuals who identify with the behaviors 
and characteristics that are other than their biological sex 


transsexuals 
transgender individuals who attempt to alter their bodies through 
medical interventions such as surgery and hormonal therapy 


Gender 


e Explain the influence of socialization on gender roles in the United 
States 

e Understand the stratification of gender in major American institutions 

e Describe gender from the view of each sociological perspective 


Traditional images 
of U.S. gender 
roles reinforce the 
idea that women 
should be 
subordinate to men. 
(Photo courtesy of 
Sport 
Suburban/flickr) 


Gender and Socialization 


The phrase “boys will be boys” is often used to justify behavior such as 
pushing, shoving, or other forms of aggression from young boys. The 
phrase implies that such behavior is unchangeable and something that is 
part of a boy’s nature. Aggressive behavior, when it does not inflict 


significant harm, is often accepted from boys and men because it is 
congruent with the cultural script for masculinity. Scripts are generally 
learned and handed over from one generation to another through the process 
of socialization. 


Socialization 


Children learn at a young age that there are distinct expectations for boys 
and girls. Cross-cultural studies reveal that children are aware of gender 
roles by age two or three. At four or five, most children are firmly 
entrenched in culturally appropriate gender roles (Kane 1996). Children 
acquire these roles through socialization, a series of interactions with other 
people, especially parents and, then, peer. 


Although our society may 
have a stereotype that 
associates motorcycles 

with men, female bikers 
demonstrate that a 
woman’s place extends 
far beyond the kitchen in 
the modern United States. 
(Photo courtesy of Robert 
Couse-Baker/flickr) 


Gender stereotypes are shaped upon sexism. Sexism refers to a set of 
prejudice, stereotypes, and discrimination on the basis of sex. It varies in its 
level of severity. In parts of the world, mostly the third world countries, 
where women are strongly undervalued, young girls may not be given the 
Same access to nutrition, healthcare, and education as boys. Further, they 
will grow up believing they deserve to be treated differently from boys 
(UNICEF 2011; Thorne 1993). In the U.S., as well, unequal treatment of 
women continues to pervade social life. Sexism occurs at both the micro- 
and macro-levels. Many sociologists focus on discrimination that is built 
into the social structure; this type of discrimination is known as institutional 
discrimination (Pincus 2008), as opposed to individual discrimination. 


Gender socialization occurs through four major agents of socialization: 
family, peer, school, and mass media. Each agent reinforces gender roles by 
creating and maintaining normative expectations for gender-specific 
behaviors. Exposure also occurs through secondary agents such as religion 
and the workplace. Repeated exposure to these agents over time leads men 
and women to a false sense that they are acting naturally rather than 
following socially constructed roles. 


Family is the first agent of socialization. There is considerable evidence that 
parents socialize sons and daughters differently. Generally speaking, girls 
are given more latitude to step outside of their prescribed gender role 
(Coltrane and Adams 2004; Kimmel 2000; Raffaelli and Ontai 2004). 
However, differential socialization typically results in greater privileges 
afforded to sons. For instance, boys are allowed more autonomy and 
independence at an earlier age than daughters. They may be given fewer 
restrictions on appropriate clothing, dating habits, or curfew. Sons are also 
often free from performing domestic duties such as cleaning or cooking and 
other household tasks that are considered feminine. Daughters are limited 
by their expectation to be passive and nurturing, generally obedient, and to 
assume many of the domestic responsibilities. 


Even when parents set gender equality as a goal, there may be underlying 
indications of inequality. For example, boys may be asked to take out the 


garbage or perform other tasks that require strength or toughness, while 
girls may be asked to fold laundry or perform duties that require neatness 
and care. It has been found that fathers are firmer in their expectations for 
gender conformity than are mothers, and their expectations are stronger for 
sons than they are for daughters (Kimmel 2000). This is true in many types 
of activities, including preference for toys, play styles, discipline, chores, 
and personal achievements. As a result, boys tend to be particularly attuned 
to their father’s disapproval when engaging in an activity that might be 
considered feminine, like dancing or singing (Coltraine and Adams 2008). 
Parental socialization and normative expectations also vary along lines of 
social class, race, and ethnicity. African American families, for instance, are 
more likely than Caucasians to model an egalitarian role structure for their 
children (Staples and Boulin Johnson 2004). 


The reinforcement of gender roles and stereotypes continues once a child 
reaches school age. Until very recently, schools were rather explicit in their 
efforts to stratify boys and girls. The first step toward stratification was 
segregation. Girls were encouraged to take home economics or humanities 
courses and boys to take math and science. 


Studies suggest that gender socialization still occurs in schools today, 
perhaps in less obvious forms (Lips 2004). Teachers may not even realize 
they are acting in ways that reproduce gender differentiated behavior 
patterns. Yet any time they ask students to arrange their seats or line up 
according to gender, teachers may be asserting that boys and girls should be 
treated differently (Thorne 1993). 


Even in levels as low as kindergarten, schools subtly convey messages to 
girls indicating that they are less intelligent or less important than boys. For 
example, in a study of teacher responses to male and female students, data 
indicated that teachers praised male students far more than female students. 
Teachers interrupted girls more often and gave boys more opportunities to 
expand on their ideas (Sadker and Sadker 1994). Further, in social as well 
as academic situations, teachers have traditionally treated boys and girls in 
opposite ways, reinforcing a sense of competition rather than collaboration 
(Thorne 1993). Boys are also permitted a greater degree of freedom to 


break rules or commit minor acts of deviance, whereas girls are expected to 
follow rules carefully and adopt an obedient role (Ready 2001). 


Mimicking the actions of significant others is the first step in the 
development of a separate sense of self (Mead 1934). Like adults, children 
become agents who actively facilitate and apply normative gender 
expectations to those around them. When children do not conform to the 
appropriate gender role, they may face negative sanctions such as being 
criticized or marginalized by their peers. Though many of these sanctions 
are informal, they can be quite severe. For example, a girl who wishes to 
take karate class instead of dance lessons may be called a “tomboy” and 
face difficulty gaining acceptance from both male and female peer groups 
(Ready 2001). Boys, especially, are subject to intense ridicule for gender 
nonconformity (Coltrane and Adams 2004; Kimmel 2000). 


Mass media serves as another significant agent of gender socialization. In 
television and movies, women tend to have less significant roles and are 
often portrayed as wives or mothers. When women are given a lead role, it 
often falls into one of two extremes: a wholesome, saint-like figure or a 
malevolent, hypersexual figure (Etaugh and Bridges 2003). This same 
inequality is pervasive in children’s movies (Smith 2008). Research 
indicates that in the ten top-grossing G-rated movies released between 1991 
and 2013, nine out of ten characters were male (Smith 2008). 


Television commercials and other forms of advertising also reinforce 
inequality and gender-based stereotypes. Women are almost exclusively 
present in ads promoting cooking, cleaning, or childcare-related products 
(Davis 1993). Think about the last time you saw a man star in a dishwasher 
or laundry detergent commercial. In general, women are underrepresented 
in roles that involve leadership, intelligence, or a balanced psyche. Of 
particular concern is the depiction of women in ways that are 
dehumanizing, especially in music videos. Even in mainstream advertising, 
however, themes intermingling violence and sexuality are quite common 
(Kilbourne 2000). 


Social Stratification and Inequality 


The United States is characterized by gender stratification (as well as 
stratification of race, social class, and the like). Evidence of gender 
stratification is especially keen within the economic realm. Despite making 
up nearly half (49.8 percent) of payroll employment, men vastly outnumber 
women in authoritative, powerful, and, therefore, high-earning jobs (U.S. 
Census 2010). Even when a woman’s employment status is equal to a 
man’s, she gets about 80% of men's wages (ibid.). Women in the paid labor 
force also still do the majority of the unpaid work at home. On an average 
day, 84% of women (compared to 67% of men) spend time doing household 
management activities (U.S. Census Bureau 2011). This double duty keeps 
working women in a subordinate role in the family structure (Hochschild 
and Machung 1989). 


Gender stratification through the division of labor is not exclusive to the 
United States. According to George Murdock’s classic work, Outline of 
World Cultures (1954), all societies classify work by gender. When a 
pattern appears in all societies, it is called a cultural universal. While the 
phenomenon of assigning work by gender is universal, its specifics are not. 
The same task is not assigned to either men or women worldwide. But the 
way each task’s associated gender is valued is notable. In Murdock’s 
examination of the division of labor among 324 societies around the world, 
he found that in nearly all cases the jobs assigned to men were given greater 
prestige (Murdock and White 1968). Even if the job types were very similar 
and the differences slight, men’s work was still considered more vital. 


There is a long history of gender stratification in the United States. When 
looking to the past, it would appear that society has made great strides in 
terms of abolishing some of the most blatant forms of gender inequality 
(see timeline below) but underlying effects of male dominance still 
permeate many aspects of society. 


¢ Before 1809—Women could not execute a will 

¢ Before 1840—Women were not allowed to own or control property 

¢ Before 1920—Women were not permitted to vote 

e Before 1963—Employers could legally pay a woman less than a man 
for the same work 


¢ Before 1973—Women did not have the right to a safe and legal 
abortion (Imbornoni 2009) 


In some cultures, women do all 
of the household chores with no 


help from men, as doing 
housework is a sign of 
weakness, considered by society 
as a feminine trait. (Photo 
courtesy of Evil Erin/flickr) 


Theoretical Perspectives on Gender 


Sociological theories help sociologists to develop questions and interpret 
data. For example, a sociologist studying why middle-school girls are more 
likely than their male counterparts to fall behind grade-level expectations in 
math and science might use a feminist perspective to frame her research. 
Another scholar might proceed from the conflict perspective to investigate 
why women are underrepresented in political office, and an interactionist 
might examine how the symbols of femininity interact with symbols of 
political authority to affect how women in Congress are treated by their 
male counterparts in meetings. 


Structural Functionalism 


Structural functionalism has provided one of the most important 
perspectives of sociological research in the twentieth century and has been a 
major influence on research in the social sciences, including gender studies. 
Viewing the family as the most integral component of society, assumptions 
about gender roles within marriage assume a prominent place in this 
perspective. 


Functionalists argue that gender roles were established well before the pre- 
industrial era when men typically took care of responsibilities outside of the 
home, such as hunting, and women typically took care of the domestic 
responsibilities in or around the home. These roles were considered 
functional because women were often limited by the physical restraints of 
pregnancy and nursing and unable to leave the home for long periods of 
time. Once established, these roles were passed on to subsequent 
generations since they served as an effective means of keeping the family 
system functioning properly. 


When changes occurred in the social and economic climate of the United 
States during World War II, changes in the family structure also occurred. 
Many women had to assume the role of breadwinner (or modern hunter- 
gatherer) alongside their domestic role in order to stabilize a rapidly 
changing society. When the men returned from war and wanted to reclaim 
their jobs, society fell back into a state of imbalance, as many women did 
not want to forfeit their wage-earning positions (Hawke 2007). 


Conflict Theory 


According to conflict theory, society is a struggle for dominance among 
social groups (like women versus men) that compete for scarce resources. 
When sociologists examine gender from this perspective, we can view men 
as the dominant group and women as the subordinate group. According to 
conflict theory, social problems are created when dominant groups exploit 
or oppress subordinate groups. Consider the Women’s Suffrage Movement 
or the debate over women’s “right to choose” their reproductive futures. It 


is difficult for women to rise above men, as dominant group members 
create the rules for success and opportunity in society (Farrington and 
Chertok 1993). 


Friedrich Engels, a German sociologist, studied family structure and gender 
roles. Engels suggested that the same owner-worker relationship seen in the 
labor force is also seen in the household, with women assuming the role of 
the proletariat. This is due to women’s dependence on men for the 
attainment of wages, which is even worse for women who are entirely 
dependent upon their spouses for economic support. Contemporary conflict 
theorists suggest that when women become wage earners, they can gain 
power in the family structure and create more democratic arrangements in 
the home, although they may still carry the majority of the domestic burden, 
as noted earlier (Rismanand and Johnson-Sumerford 1998). 


Feminist Theory 


Men and women differ from each other in many respects. Among others, 
they differ tremendously in term of values. The masculine values include 
independence and competition, while the feminine values include 
interdependence and cooperation--the polar opposite of the masculine 
values. A feminist’s study (Sanday 2004) revealed that in matriarchal 
(female-centered) societies, people tend to work more cooperatively than 
competitively. 


In patriarchal (male-centered) societies, by contrast, men’s contributions 
are seen as more valuable than those of women. Patriarchal perspectives 
and arrangements are widespread and taken for granted. As a result, 
women’s viewpoints tend to be silenced or marginalized to the point of 
being discredited or considered invalid. Sexism grew when the societal 
arrangement was shifting from matriarchy to patriarchy, that is, when the 
mode of economy was shifting from hunting and gathering to agricultural, 
and to industrial... 


Symbolic Interactionism 


Symbolic interactionism aims to understand human behavior by analyzing 
the critical role of symbols in human interaction. This is certainly relevant 
to the discussion of masculinity and femininity. Imagine that you walk into 
a bank hoping to get a small loan for school, a home, or a small business 
venture. If you meet with a male loan officer, you may state your case 
logically by listing all the hard numbers that make you a qualified applicant 
as a means of appealing to the analytical characteristics associated with 
masculinity. If you meet with a female loan officer, you may make an 
emotional appeal by stating your good intentions as a means of appealing to 
the caring characteristics associated with femininity. 


Because the meanings attached to symbols are socially created and not 
natural, and fluid, not static, we act and react to symbols based on the 
current assigned meaning. The word gay, for example, once meant 
“cheerful,” but by the 1960s it carried the primary meaning of 
“homosexual.” In transition, it was even known to mean “careless” or 
“bright and showing” (Oxford American Dictionary 2010). Furthermore, 
the word gay (as it refers to a homosexual), carried a somewhat negative 
and unfavorable meaning fifty years ago, but it has since gained more 
neutral and even positive connotations. When people perform tasks or 
possess characteristics based on the gender role assigned to them, they are 
said to be doing gender. This notion is based on the work of West and 
Zimmerman (1987). Whether we are expressing our masculinity or 
femininity, West and Zimmerman argue, we are always "doing gender." 
Thus, gender is something we do or perform, not something we are. 


In other words, both gender and sexuality are socially constructed. The 
social construction of sexuality refers to the way in which socially created 
definitions about the cultural appropriateness of sex-linked behavior shape 
the way people see and experience sexuality. This is in marked contrast to 
theories of sex, gender, and sexuality that link male and female behavior to 
biological determinism, or the belief that men and women behave 
differently due to differences in their biological traits. 


Summary 


Children become aware of gender roles in their earliest years, and they 
come to understand and perform these roles through socialization, which 
occurs through four major agents: family, education, peer groups, and mass 
media. Socialization into narrowly prescribed gender roles results in the 
stratification of males and females. Each sociological perspective offers a 
valuable view for understanding how and why gender inequality occurs in 
our society. 


Further Research 


Learn more about gender at the Kinsey Institute here: 
http://openstaxcollege.org/l/2EKinsey 
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Glossary 
biological determinism 
the belief that men and women behave differently due to inherent sex 


differences related to their biology 


doing gender 
the performance of tasks based upon the gender assigned to us by 
society and, in turn, ourselves 


sexism 
the prejudiced belief that one sex should be valued over another 


social construction of sexuality 


socially created definitions about the cultural appropriateness of sex- 
linked behavior which shape how people see and experience sexuality 


Sex and Sexuality 
e Understand different attitudes associated with sex and sexuality 


e Define sexual inequality in various societies 
e Discuss theoretical perspectives on sex and sexuality 


Studying Sexuality 


Daddy, 
what 1s 


Courtesy: thedailyenglishshow.com. 


According to a gay historian and sociologist Jeffery Weeks (1985), 
sexuality is as much about words, images, ritual and fantasy as it is about 
the body: the way we think about sex fashions the way we live it (p. 3). As 
a curiously unsettled and troubling status, it can be a source of pain as much 
as pleasure, anxiety as much as affirmation, identity crisis as much as 
stability of self. It's a very important subject matter to study, but it remains 
un-naked in the history of social sciences. There are several reasons for this. 


Sexuality Un-naked 


First, until the latter half of the twentieth century, most scholars who 
studied sexuality were Europeans or those whose viewpoints were imbued 


with European cultures mostly based on Christianity and patriarchy (male- 
centered societal arrangements). Their attitudes toward sexuality were 
uniquely strict, compared to all other people's, such as Africans’, Asians’, 
and Native Americans’, which, according to anthropologist Milton Diamond 
(2004), see "sex without guilt, shame, or sin." In European cultures thick in 
patriarchy, for example, gays (especially men who take female roles in sex) 
were labeled a “he-whore..., a species of outcast woman of the lowest 
standing” (Richards 2009, p. 8). By sharp contrast, Japan, which doesn't 
follow the Judeo-Christian tradition in terms of sexuality, tolerates 
homosexuality (Rosner 1994, p. 197). Early studies of sexuality, hence, 
tended to be biased, more or less, through the strict-minded lens of 
European cultures. 


Second, most scholars who studied sexuality until the latter half of the 
twentieth century were men. They have been struggling with understanding 
female sexuality. Sigmund Freud (1964 [1926], p. 212), for example, 
openly stated that after all, female sexuality is “a dark continent” (i.e., 
mystery). In the 1970s, however, the feminist movement led mostly by 
women began creating an enormous interest in women’s history anew, of 
which the history of women’s bodies and sexual lives was a significant part 
(Wiesner-Hanks 2000). The feminists contend that most studies of modern 
sexuality are closely related to "power" and patriarchy, and are, in fact, 
studies of male sexuality. 


Third, in research, sexual attitudes and behaviors must be studied through 
questionnaires or interviews rather than through direct observation 
(Diamond 2004). Most studies of sexuality are, hence, based on what 
people are saying. The subject matter is so sensitive, however, that 
sometimes, people cannot be honest about what they do or how they think. 
For example, can you be honest about your own masturbation habits to an 
interviewer? Even in anonymous questionnaires, it is known that people tell 
lies. An old joke observes, for example, that 98% of people masturbate--and 
the other 2% are lying. Here are the data actually gathered in a scientific 
study in 1992, in the U.S.: among those aged 18-60, 38% of women and 
61% of men reported any masturbation over the preceding year (Das 2007). 
What do you think? 


Sexuality in the United States 


U.S. culture, imbued with Christianity and patriarchy, is clumsy in its 
attitudes toward sex. Men are freer to express their sexual desire than are 
women, and many men erroneously believe that sex is for men's pleasure. 
As a result, research indicates that the “majority of women are unable to 
attain orgasm through intercourse alone,” although most of them can get it 
through masturbation. Feminists consider the female orgasmic disorder to 
be a prevalent problem that can affect couples relationships and generate 
emotional distress (Mah et al. 2004, p. 100). One of the major reasons for 
this disorder is said to be the lack of partner involvement in sexual activity 
(ibid., p. 101), that is, many men are so selfish in such activity. 


Belief that men have—or have the right to—more sexual urges than women 
creates a double standard. Ira Reiss, a pioneer researcher in the field of 
sexual studies, defined the double standard as prohibiting premarital sexual 
intercourse for women but allowing it for men (Reiss 1960). This standard 
has evolved into allowing women to engage in premarital sex only within 
committed love relationships, but allowing men to engage in sexual 
relationships with as many partners as they wish without condition 
(Milhausen and Herold 1999). Due to this double standard, a woman is 
likely to have fewer sexual partners in her life time than a man. According 
to a Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) survey, the average 
thirty-five-year-old woman has had three opposite-sex sexual partners while 
the average thirty-five-year-old man has had twice as many (Centers for 
Disease Control 2011). 


The future of a society’s sexual attitudes may be somewhat predicted by the 
values and beliefs that a country’s youth expresses about sex and sexuality. 
Data from the most recent National Survey of Family Growth (2013) 
reveals that 70% of boys and 78% of girls ages 15 to 19 said they “agree” 
or “strongly agree” that “it’s okay for an unmarried female to have a child." 
In a separate survey, 65% of teens stated that they “strongly agreed” or 
“somewhat agreed” that although waiting until marriage for sex is a nice 
idea, it’s not realistic (NBC News 2005). This does not mean that today’s 
youth have given up traditional sexual values such as monogamy. Nearly all 
college men (98.9%) and women (99.2%) who participated in a 2002 study 


on sexual attitudes stated they wished to settle down with one mutually 
exclusive sexual partner at some point in their lives, ideally within the next 
5 years (Pedersen et al. 2002). 


Sex Education 


One of the biggest controversies regarding sexual attitudes is sexual 
education in U.S. classrooms. Unlike in Sweden, sex education is not 
required in all public school curricula in the United States. The heart of the 
controversy is not about whether sex education should be taught in school 
(studies have shown that only seven percent of U.S. adults oppose sex 
education in schools); it is about the type of sex education that should be 
taught. 


Much of the debate is over the issue of abstinence. In a 2005 survey, 15 
percent of U.S. respondents believed that schools should teach abstinence 
exclusively and should not provide contraceptives or information on how to 
obtain them. Forty-six percent believed schools should institute an 
abstinence-plus approach, which teaches children that abstinence is best but 
still gives information about protected sex. Thirty-six percent believed 
teaching about abstinence is not important and that sex education should 
focus on sexual safety and responsibility (NPR 2010). 


Research suggests that while government officials may still be debating 
about the content of sexual education in public schools, the majority of U.S. 
adults are not. Those who advocated abstinence-only programs may be the 
proverbial squeaky wheel when it comes to this controversy, since they 
represent only 15 percent of parents. Fifty-five percent of respondents feel 
giving teens information about sex and how to obtain and use protection 
will not encourage them to have sexual relations earlier than they would 
under an abstinence program. About 77 percent think such a curriculum 
would make teens more likely to practice safe sex now and in the future 
(NPR 2004). 


Sweden, much advanced in sex education, can serve as a model for this 
approach. The teenage birthrate in Sweden is 7 per 1,000 births, compared 


with 49 per 1,000 births in the U.S. Among 15 to 19 year olds, reported 
cases of sexually transmitted diseases in Sweden are nearly 600 times lower 
than in the United States (Grose 2007). 


Sexuality Controversies 


In his Why Is Sex Fun? (2004), Jared Diamond, an American ecologist, 
geologist, and anthropologist, suggests that human sexuality is so abnormal 
by the standards of the world’s 30 million other animal species. Among 
other abnormal aspects, its main purpose may not be reproduction (to have 
a baby). Assume, for example, that 100 human couples had sex last night. 
How many of them do you think did it for reproduction? 


Although sex, in terms of our biological difference between males and 
females, is nature, sex, in terms of bodily interactions involving genitals, is 
clearly not. It is cultural and social. As societies change, so does sexuality. 
In most societies today, for example, sexuality is personal. Right? But, very 
interestingly, whether human sexuality is originally/essentially personal or 
collective is hotly debated. Many anthropological studies report sexual 
customs (such as "ancient society," "primitive communism," and "partible 
paternity" discussed below) as functional strategies for collective survival 
while some contemporary psychologists depict people's desire for the 
preservation of personal genes. 


Ancient Society 

Prior to American anthropologist Lewis Morgan’s Ancient Society (1985 
[1877]), most scholars in the mainstream had presumed the ancient family 
system to be, just like now, patriarchal (i.e., male-centered) based on 
monogamy (one-to-one marriage). Through his plentiful field studies, 
contrary to this presumption, Morgan described the matriarchal (female- 
centered) arrangement prevailing in the ancient society together with the 
family (marriage) system evolving along the society evolving from the 
primitive to the more civilized (pp. 27-28). Below is a summary. 


I. The Consanguine Family: the first form of the family founded upon 
the intermarriage of brothers and sisters in a group. 


II. The Punaluan Family: the intermarriage of several brothers (or 
cousins) to each other's wives in a group; and of several sisters 
(cousins) to each other's husbands in a group. 

III. The Syndyasmian Family: the pairing of a male with a female under 
the form of marriage, but without an exclusive cohabitation. 

IV. The Patriarchal Family: the marriage of one man to several wives 
(called "polygyny" while the reverse system known as "polyandry" 
was also practiced in several societies until recently [will be discussed 
in Ch. 13)). 

V. The Monogamian Family: the marriage of one man with one woman, 
with an exclusive cohabitation; the latter constituting the essential 
element of the institution. 


Again, as societies change, so does sexuality. 


American anthropologist Elman Service, who summarized ethnological 
issues debated mainly over Lewis Morgan’s study in his A Century of 
Controversy (1985), wrote that “prominent... intellectuals were interested... 
[and] modified their own revolutionary theories in the light of Morgan's 
researches” (p. 16). Among others, Friedrich Engels was one of them (see 
below). 


Primitive Communism 

Thickly influenced by Lewis Morgan's study, Friedrich Engels, in his The 
Origin of the Family... (2004 [1884]), wrote that "at a primitive stage... 
promiscuous intercourse prevailed within a tribe, so that every woman 
belonged equally to every man" (p. 47). This was not immoral, but at that 
stage, even “the sister was the wife, and that was moral” (ibid., p. 57), the 
system which Morgan (1985 [1877]) called the Consanguine Family (see 
above). In hunting and gathering societies, according to Engels and many 
others, not just food but even sexual relations were equally shared by every 
member, and children belonged to all adults. As women bear children, such 
societies were matriarchal (female-centered). 


Marx and Engels called this arrangement "primitive communism" in which 
our ancestors drastically enhanced chances for survival through 
cooperation, rather than competition, within their tribes. There was no 
personal property and, hence, no social stratification, meaning that all (men 


and men; men and women; women and women) were equal (see Ch. 5, 
Society and Social Interaction). In this sense, sexuality is not just a means 
to reproduction but also a "means to solidarity." 


Partible Paternity 

When did our ancestors discover the relationship between sex and 
pregnancy? Evidently, some groups of people on this planet still don't know 
clearly about such relationship. When an anthropologist asked his Aché 
subject (a tribe in Paraguay) to identify their fathers, for example, 321 Aché 
claimed to have over six hundred fathers (Ryan et al. 2011, pp. 91-92). 
They believe that a fetus is made of accumulated semen, and that in order to 
have a good, healthy baby, women should have sex with two or more men, 
ideally, a smart guy, a funny guy, a physically strong guy, and so forth. 


The anthropologists call this sexual custom "partible paternity." They 
observe that chances for survival of children who have two or more fathers 
is significantly better than children with just one father. Why? (Hint: "more 
protection," a latent function of this custom.) 


The Preservation of Personal Genes 

Some psychologists believe, by sharp contrast, that the function of sexuality 
is "the preservation of personal genes," rather than social solidarity or the 
latent function of protection. Called evolutionary psychology, their 
assumption is that both men and women try to preserve their own genes as 
efficiently as possible. As their anatomy and function are different, 
however, their strategies are also different, strategies that appear in their 
jealousy. According to David Buss et al. (2012), cues to emotional infidelity 
(love) are more salient to women and cues to sexual infidelity (sex) are 
more Salient to men. Male and female jealousy adaptations contain sex- 
differentiated design features--paternity uncertainty for men, and resource 
and commitment diversion for women. Through a series of experiments, 
they test this assumption. Showing two cases (see below) to the 
participants, they ask: which do you think is more terribly upsetting to you? 


A. Your partner falls in love with another person. 
B. Your partner has sex with another person. 


The results are: most female participants choose the case A to be more 
upsetting, and most male participants, the case B. The logic behind this is 
that for a woman, if her partner falls in love with another, he wouldn't come 
back to her, and she can't be protected by him. If so, her chances for survive 
can't be great, let alone her baby. For a man, conversely, if his partner has 
sex with another, he wouldn't be sure about if a new-born baby is truly his 
own. In the case A, the preservation of personal genes for women would 
fail. In the case B, that for men would fail. 


Sociological Perspectives on Sex and Sexuality 


Sociologists representing all three major theoretical perspectives study the 
role sexuality plays in social life today. Scholars recognize that sexuality 
continues to be an important and defining social location and that the 
manner in which sexuality is constructed has a significant effect on 
perceptions, interactions, and outcomes. 


Structural Functionalism 


When it comes to sexuality, functionalists stress the importance of 
regulating sexual behavior to ensure marital cohesion and family stability. 
Since functionalists identify the family unit as the most integral component 
in society, they maintain a strict focus on it at all times and argue in favor of 
social arrangements that promote and ensure family preservation. 


Functionalists such as Talcott Parsons (1955) have long argued that the 
regulation of sexual activity is an important function of the family. Social 
norms surrounding family life have, traditionally, encouraged sexual 
activity within the family unit (marriage) and have discouraged activity 
outside of it (premarital and extramarital sex). From a functionalist point of 
view, the purpose of encouraging sexual activity in the confines of marriage 
is to intensify the bond between spouses and to ensure that procreation 
occurs within a stable, legally recognized relationship. This structure gives 
offspring the best possible chance for appropriate socialization and the 
provision of basic resources. 


From a functionalist standpoint, homosexuality cannot be promoted on a 
large-scale as an acceptable substitute for heterosexuality. If this occurred, 
procreation would eventually cease. Thus, homosexuality, if occurring 
predominantly within the population, is dysfunctional to society. This 
criticism does not take into account the increasing legal acceptance of 
Same-sex marriage, or the rise in gay and lesbian couples who choose to 
bear and raise children through a variety of available resources. 


Conflict Theory 


From a conflict theory perspective, sexuality is another area in which power 
differentials are present and where dominant groups actively work to 
promote their worldview as well as their economic interests. Recently, we 
have seen the debate over the legalization of gay marriage intensify 
nationwide. 


For conflict theorists, there are two key dimensions to the debate over 
Same-sex marriage—one ideological and the other economic. Dominant 
groups (in this instance, heterosexuals) wish for their worldview—which 
embraces traditional marriage and the nuclear family—to win out over what 
they see as the intrusion of a secular, individually driven worldview. On the 
other hand, many gay and lesbian activists argue that legal marriage is a 
fundamental right that cannot be denied based on sexual orientation and 
that, historically, there already exists a precedent for changes to marriage 
laws: the 1960s legalization of formerly forbidden interracial marriages is 
one example. 


From an economic perspective, activists in favor of same-sex marriage 
point out that legal marriage brings with it certain entitlements, many of 
which are financial in nature, like Social Security benefits and medical 
insurance (Solmonese 2008). Denial of these benefits to gay couples is 
wrong, they argue. Conflict theory suggests that as long as heterosexuals 
and homosexuals struggle over these social and financial resources, there 
will be some degree of conflict. 


Symbolic Interactionism 


Interactionists focus on the meanings associated with sexuality and with 
sexual orientation. Since femininity is devalued in U.S. society, those who 
adopt such traits are subject to ridicule; this is especially true for boys or 
men. Just as masculinity is the symbolic norm, so too has heterosexuality 
come to signify normalcy. Prior to 1973, as mentioned earlier, the American 
Psychological Association (APA) defined homosexuality as an abnormal or 
deviant disorder. Interactionist labeling theory recognizes the impact this 
has made. Before 1973, the APA was powerful in shaping social attitudes 
toward homosexuality by defining it as pathological. Today, the APA cites 
no association between sexual orientation and psychopathology and sees 
homosexuality as a normal aspect of human sexuality (APA 2008). 


Interactionists are also interested in how discussions of homosexuals often 
focus almost exclusively on the sex lives of gays and lesbians; 
homosexuals, especially men, may be assumed to be hypersexual and, in 
some cases, deviant. Interactionism might also focus on the slurs used to 
describe homosexuals. Labels such as “queen” and “fag” are often used to 
demean homosexual men by feminizing them. This subsequently affects 
how homosexuals perceive themselves. Recall Cooley’s “looking-glass 
self,” which suggests that self develops as a result of our interpretation and 
evaluation of the responses of others (Cooley 1902). Constant exposure to 
derogatory labels, jokes, and pervasive homophobia would lead to a 
negative self-image, or worse, self-hate. The CDC reports that homosexual 
youths who experience high levels of social rejection are six times more 
likely to have high levels of depression and eight times more likely to have 
attempted suicide (CDC 2011). 


Queer Theory 


Queer Theory is an interdisciplinary approach to sexuality studies that 
identifies Western society’s rigid splitting of gender into male and female 
roles and questions the manner in which we have been taught to think about 
sexual orientation. According to Jagose (1996), Queer [Theory] focuses on 
mismatches between anatomical sex, gender identity, and sexual 


orientation, not just division into male/female or homosexual/hetereosexual. 
By calling their discipline “queer,” scholars reject the effects of labeling; 
instead, they embraced the word “queer” and reclaimed it for their own 
purposes. The perspective highlights the need for a more flexible and fluid 
conceptualization of sexuality—one that allows for change, negotiation, and 
freedom. The current schema used to classify individuals as either 
“heterosexual” or “homosexual” pits one orientation against the other. This 
mirrors other oppressive schemas in our culture, especially those 
surrounding gender and race (black versus white, male versus female). 


Queer theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick argued against U.S. society’s 
monolithic definition of sexuality and its reduction to a single factor: the 
sex of someone’s desired partner. Sedgwick identified dozens of other ways 
in which people’s sexualities were different, such as: 


e Even identical genital acts mean very different things to different 
people. 

e Sexuality makes up a large share of the self-perceived identity of some 
people, a small share of others’. 

e Some people spend a lot of time thinking about sex, others little. 

¢ Some people like to have a lot of sex, others little or none. 

e Many people have their richest mental/emotional involvement with 
sexual acts that they don’t do, or don’t even want to do. 

e Some people like spontaneous sexual scenes, others like highly 
scripted ones, others like spontaneous-sounding ones that are 
nonetheless totally predictable. 

e¢ Some people, homo- hetero- and bisexual, experience their sexuality as 
deeply embedded in a matrix of gender meanings and gender 
differentials. Others of each sexuality do not (Sedgwick 1990). 


Thus, theorists utilizing queer theory strive to question the ways society 
perceives and experiences sex, gender, and sexuality, opening the door to 
new scholarly understanding. 


Throughout this chapter we have examined the complexities of gender, sex, 
and sexuality. Differentiating between sex, gender, and sexual orientation is 
an important first step to a deeper understanding and critical analysis of 

these issues. Understanding the sociology of sex, gender, and sexuality will 


help to build awareness of the inequalities experienced by subordinate 
categories such as women, homosexuals, and transgender individuals. 


Summary 


When studying sex and sexuality, sociologists focus their attention on 
sexual attitudes and practices, not on physiology or anatomy. Norms 
regarding gender and sexuality vary across cultures. In general, the United 
States tends to be fairly conservative in its sexual attitudes. As a result, 
homosexuals continue to face opposition and discrimination in most major 
social institutions. 


Further Research 


For more information about sexual attitudes and practices in countries 
around the world, see the entire “Attitudes Toward Nonmarital Sex in 24 
Countries” article from the Journal of Sex Research at 
http://openstaxcollege.org/l/journal of sex research. 
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Glossary 


double standard 
the concept that prohibits premarital sexual intercourse for women but 
allows it for men 


queer theory 
an interdisciplinary approach to sexuality studies that identifies 
Western society’s rigid splitting of gender into male and female roles 
and questions its appropriateness 


sexuality 
a person’s capacity for sexual feelings 


Introduction to Aging and the Elderly 
class="introduction" 


Madame Jeanne Calment of France was the world's oldest living person 
until she died at 122 years old; there are currently six women in the world 
whose ages are well documented as 115 years or older (Diebel 2014). 


People who lived for 100 years are called centenarians. In 2010, there 
were about 80,000 centenarians in the United States alone. They make up 
one of the fastest-growing segments of the population (Boston University 
School of Medicine 2014). 


The older population is defined as age 65 or above. As of 2013, the U.S. 
Census Bureau reports that 14.1% of the total U.S. population is 65 years 
old or older. 


Japan is home to the oldest citizenry in the world, with 28.4% of its 
population being 65 years of age or older in 2018 (Japan Times 2019). The 
number of Japanese aged 90 or older reached 2.31 million, including over 
71,000 centenarians, close to that in the U.S. (80,000), although the 
Japanese population is about one third of the U.S. population. Italy is 
currently the second most aged society, with above 23% of its population 
being 65 or older, and Portugal which came third, it is 22.4%. 


People nowadays live way longer than before. Is that a happy thing? It used 
to be so. But today, it's not necessarily so. This chapter introduces the aging 
issues taking place in various forms, be they physical, economic, social, 
psychological, and so on. 


Society's view 
of the elderly 
is likely to 
change as the 
population 
ages. (Photo 
courtesy of 
sima 


dimitric/flickr 


) 
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Glossary 


supercentenarians 
people 110 of age or older 


Who Are the Elderly? Aging in Society 


e Understand the difference between senior age groups (young-old, 
middle-old, and old-old) 

e Describe the “graying of the United States” as the population 
experiences increased life expectancies 

e Examine aging as a global issue 


One hindrance to society’s fuller understanding of aging is that people 
rarely understand the process of aging until they reach old age themselves. 
(As opposed to childhood, for instance, which we can all look back on.) 
Therefore, myths and assumptions about the elderly and aging are common. 
Many stereotypes exist surrounding the realities of being an older adult. 
While individuals often encounter stereotypes associated with race and 
gender and are thus more likely to think critically about them, many people 
accept age stereotypes without question (Levy 2002). Each culture has a 
certain set of expectations and assumptions about aging, all of which are 
part of our socialization. 


While the landmarks of maturing into adulthood are a source of pride, signs 
of natural aging can be cause for shame or embarrassment. Some people try 
to fight off the appearance of aging with cosmetic surgery. Although many 
seniors report that their lives are more satisfying than ever, and their self- 
esteem is stronger than when they were young, they are still subject to 
cultural attitudes that make them feel invisible and devalued. 


Gerontology is the study of aging. Gerontologists investigate age, aging, 
and the aged. They study what it is like to be an older adult and the ways 
that aging affects other members of his/her society. As a multidisciplinary 
field, gerontology includes the work of medical and biological scientists, 
social scientists, and even financial and economic scholars. 


Social gerontology focuses on the sociological aspects of aging. 
Researchers focus on developing a broad understanding of the experiences 
of people at specific ages, changing (or disappearing) relationships with 
other people such as spouse and friends, and the process of dying. Social 
gerontologists work as social researchers, counselors, community 
organizers, and service providers for older adults. Because of their 


specialization, social gerontologists are in a strong position to advocate for 
older adults. 


Scholars in these disciplines have learned that “aging” reflects not only the 
physiological process of growing older but also our attitudes and beliefs 
about the aging process. You’ve likely seen online calculators that promise 
to determine your “real age” as opposed to your chronological age. These 
ads target the notion that people may “feel” a different age than their actual 
years. Some sixty-year-olds feel frail and elderly, while some eighty-year- 
olds feel sprightly. 


Equally revealing is that as people grow older they define “old age” in 
terms of greater years than their current age (Logan 1992). Many people 
want to postpone old age and regard it as a phase that will never arrive. 
Some older adults even succumb to stereotyping their own age group 
(Rothbaum 1983). 


In the United States, the experience of being elderly has changed greatly 
over the past century. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, many U.S. 
households were home to multigenerational families (those consisting of 
more than two generations), and the experiences and wisdom of elders was 
respected. They offered wisdom and support to their children and often 
helped raise their grandchildren (Sweetser 1984). 


Multigenerational U.S. families began to decline after World War II, and 
their numbers reached a low point around 1980, but they are on the rise 
again. In fact, Pew Research Center analysis of census data found that 
multigenerational families in the United States have now reached a record 
high. In 2014, 60.6 million people, or 19% of the U.S. population, lived 
with multiple generations under one roof. 


One of the major factors behind this trend is the new wave of immigration, 
predominant of Latinos and Asians, that began around 1970. Like their 
European counterparts from earlier centuries, these immigrants are far more 
inclined than native-born Americans to live in multi-generational family 
households. Another factor is the Great Recession that started in 2008. 
Since then, more than 20 million people, mostly young adults who got 
difficulty in paying the rent, have joined this style of multigenerational 


families. The economic benefits of sharing services can be substantial: 
Grandparents and older family members can provide child care, while 
younger adults can care for elderly relatives (New York Times 2016). 


Studying Aging Populations 


How old is this woman? In 


modern U.S. society, 
appearance is not a reliable 
indicator of age. In addition to 
genetic differences, health 
habits, hair dyes, Botox, and the 
like make traditional signs of 
aging increasingly unreliable. 
(Photo courtesy of the Sean and 
Lauren Spectacular/flickr) 


Since its creation in 1790, the U.S. Census Bureau has been tracking age in 
the population. Age is an important factor to analyze with accompanying 
demographic figures, such as income and health. The population pyramid 
below shows projected age distribution patterns for the next several 
decades. 


Figure 1. 
Age and Sex Structure of the Population for the United States: 2010, 2030, and 2050 
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This population pyramid shows the age 
distribution pattern for 2010 and projected patterns 
for 2030 and 2050 (Graph courtesy of the U.S. 
Census Bureau). 


Statisticians use data to calculate the median age of a population, that is, 
the number that marks the halfway point in a group’s age range. In the 
United States, the median age is about forty (U.S. Census Bureau 2010). 


That means that about half of the people in the United States are under forty 
and about half are over forty. This median age has been increasing, which 
indicates the population as a whole is growing older. 


A cohort is a group of people who share a statistical or demographic trait. 
People belonging to the same age cohort were born in the same time frame. 
(Or, students enrolled in the same semester belong to the same school 
cohort, which is convenient to calculate their graduation rates.) 
Understanding a population’s age composition can point to certain social 
and cultural factors and help governments and societies plan for future 
social and economic challenges. 


Sociological studies on aging might help explain the difference between 
Native American age cohorts and the general population. While Native 
American societies have a strong tradition of revering their elders, they also 
have a lower life expectancy because of lack of access to healthcare and 
high levels of mercury in fish, which is a traditional part of their diet. 


The Life Expectancy 


The life expectancy can be understood as the average number of years a 
person born today may expect to live--or, conversely, as the average age at 
which people died in a given year. To be noted, though, it's not about 
biological "potential," but about the death rate whose causes include 
anything, such as natural disasters, sickness, traffic accidents, wars, and so 
on. 


Life expectancy in 2017 
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The life expectancy by country, by gender, in 2017. (Source: The 
Lancet) 


There are several important tendencies in the life expectancy. First, as 
shown above, women live longer than men, universally. Second, it is related 
to the nation's wealth in a positive way; the richer the nation, the longer its 
people tend to live. Somewhat closely related to this, third, it is related to 
the nation's political condition (such as wars, crime rates, etc.) in a negative 
way; the more dangerous the nation, the shorter its people tend to live. 
Fourth, nevertheless, it has been increasing, globally. 


Japan has the longest life expectancy in the world in 2015 (83.7 for both 
sexes combined), followed by Switzerland (83.4) and Singapore (83.1) 
(WHO 2016). The United States is the 31th (79.3). Sudan, one of the 
countries in which civil wars are going on, is the 174th (57.3). 


[link] shows the detail for the difference between men and women in their 
life expectancy. In 2010, there were ninety sixty-five-year-old men per one 
hundred sixty-five-year-old women. However, there were only eighty 
seventy-five-year-old men per one hundred seventy-five-year-old women, 
and only sixty eighty-five-year-old men per one hundred eighty-five-year- 
old women. Nevertheless, as the graph shows, the sex ratio actually 


increased over time, indicating that men are closing the gap between their 
life spans and those of women (U.S. Census Bureau 2010). 


Figure 4. 

Sex Ratio by Age: 1990, 2000, and 2010 

(For more information on confidentiality protection, nonsampling error, and definitions, see 
www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/doc/sf1.pdf) 
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Note: Sex ratio is calculated as the number of males per 100 females. 
Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, 1990 Census Summary File 2C, Census 2000 Summary File 1, and 2010 Census Summary File 1. 


This U.S. Census graph shows that women live significantly longer 
than men. However, over the past two decades, men have narrowed 
the percentage by which women outlive them. (Graph courtesy of the 


U.S. Census Bureau) 


On the other hand, there is a term, the life span, the maximum length of life 
possible. While the life expectancy can be understood as, roughly saying, 
the mean average--although its formula is grotesquely complicated--the life 
span is the highest value (or the longest year) in a data set (or in the world 
population). In analogy, the average GPA can be, say, 2.15 (just like the life 
expectancy) while the highest value of the GPA in a school can be, say, 3.94 


(the life span). As shown in the beginning of this chapter, a French woman 
lived for 122 years. 


Baby Boomers 
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Of particular interest to gerontologists today is the population of baby 
boomers, the cohort that started in 1946 (see above), now reaching their 
60s and 70s. Coming of age in the 1960s and early 1970s, the baby boom 
generation was the first group of children and teenagers who grew up with 
TV with their own spending power and therefore their own marketing 
power (Macunovich 2000). But what caused this phenomenon seen not just 
in the U.S. or U.K., but also Germany, France, Japan, and many more 
countries? 


As this group has aged, it has redefined what it means to be young, middle- 
aged, and now old. People in the boomer generation do not want to grow 
old the way their grandparents did; the result is a wide range of products 
designed to ward off the effects—or the signs—of aging. Previous 
generations of people over sixty-five were “old.” Baby boomers are in 
“later life” or “the third age” (Gilleard and Higgs 2007). In Italy, whose life 
expectancy is the 6th (82.7 for both sexes) in the world, age is only a 


number, as citizens will now be considered ‘elderly’ after 75 (Euronews 
2018). 


This aging of the baby-boom cohort, on the other hand, has serious 
implications for our society. Healthcare is one of the areas most impacted 
by this trend. The size of the baby-boom cohort is unprecedentedly big, 
their life expectancy is predicted to be unprecedentedly long, and the 
society's burden to support them is unprecedentedly big. This is the problem 
of aging on the nation's level, and is commonly shared among the first 
world countries, such as Japan, Italy, France, and so forth. Also, the third 
world countries, especially China and India, whose populations are 
enormously big, will soon face the problem. 


A study from 2008 indicates that medical schools are not producing enough 
medical professionals who specialize in treating the elderly (Gerontological 
Society of America 2008). On the other hand, though, some other studies 
indicate that aging boomers will bring economic growth to the healthcare 
industries, particularly in areas like pharmaceutical manufacturing and 
home healthcare services (Bierman 2011). Furthermore, many of our 
medical advances of the past few decades are said to be a result of boomers’ 
health requirements. Unlike the elderly of previous generations, the 
boomers do not expect that turning sixty-five means their active lives are 
over. They are not willing to abandon work or leisure activities, but they 
may need more medical support to keep living vigorous lives. This desire of 
a large group of over-sixty-five-year-olds wanting to continue with a high 
activity level is driving innovation in the medical industry (Shaw). See? 
Societies are changing. 


The economic impact of aging boomers is also an area of concern for many 
observers. Although the baby boom generation earned more than previous 
generations and enjoyed a higher standard of living, they also spent their 
money lavishly and did not adequately prepare for retirement. According to 
a 2008 report from the McKinsey Global Institute, approximately two- 
thirds of early boomer households have not accumulated enough savings to 
maintain their lifestyles. This will have a ripple effect on the economy as 
boomers work and spend less (Farrel et al. 2008). 


Just as some observers are concerned about the possibility of Medicare 
being overburdened, Social Security is considered to be at risk. Social 
Security is a government-run retirement program funded primarily through 
payroll taxes. With enough people paying into the program, there should be 
enough money for retirees to take out. But with the aging boomer cohort 
starting to receive Social Security benefits and fewer workers paying into 
the Social Security trust fund, economists warn that the system will collapse 
by the year 2037. A similar warning came in the 1980s; in response to 
recommendations from the Greenspan Commission, the retirement age (the 
age at which people could start receiving Social Security benefits) was 
raised from sixty-two to sixty-seven and the payroll tax was increased. A 
similar hike in retirement age, perhaps to seventy, is a possible solution to 
the current threat to Social Security (Reuteman 2010). 


Aging around the World 


Cultural values and attitudes can shape 
people’s experience of aging. (Photo 
courtesy of flickr) 


From 1950 to approximately 2010, the global population of individuals age 
65 and older increased by a range of 5—7% (Lee 2009). This percentage is 
expected to increase and will have a huge impact on the dependency ratio: 
the number of nonproductive citizens (those who need to be supported) to 
that of productive working citizens (those who support) (Bartram and Roe 
2005). As the ratio is increasing, the burden for those who support is 
increasing. If this continues, which seems to be clearly the case, the burden 
will become unbearable. This is one of the major aging issues. 


As healthcare improves and life expectancy increases across the world, 
elder care will be an emerging issue. Wienclaw (2009) suggests that with 
fewer working-age citizens available to provide home care and long-term 
assisted care to the elderly, the costs of elder care will increase. 


Worldwide, the expectation governing the amount and type of elder care 
varies from culture to culture. For example, in Asia the responsibility for 
elder care lies firmly on the family (Yap, Thang, and Traphagan 2005). This 
is different from the approach in most Western countries, where the elderly 
are considered independent and are expected to tend to their own care. It is 
not uncommon for family members to intervene only if the elderly relative 
requires assistance, often due to poor health. Even then, caring for the 
elderly is considered voluntary. In the United States, decisions to care for an 
elderly relative are often conditionally based on the promise of future 
returns, such as inheritance or, in some cases, the amount of support the 
elderly provided to the caregiver in the past (Hashimoto 1996). 


In the United States, by contrast, many people view caring for the elderly as 
a burden. Even when there is a family member able and willing to provide 
for an elderly family member, 60 percent of family caregivers are employed 
outside the home and are unable to provide the needed support. At the same 
time, however, many middle-class families are unable to bear the financial 
burden of “outsourcing” professional healthcare, resulting in gaps in care 
(Bookman and Kimbrel 2011). It is important to note that even within the 
United States not all demographic groups treat aging the same way. While 
most people in the United States are reluctant to place their elderly 
members into out-of-home assisted care, demographically speaking, the 
groups least likely to do so are Latinos, African Americans, and Asians 
(Bookman and Kimbrel 2011). 


Globally, the United States and other core nations are fairly well equipped 
to handle the demands of an exponentially increasing elderly population. 
However, peripheral and semi-peripheral nations face similar increases 
without comparable resources. Poverty among elders is a concern, 
especially among elderly women. The feminization of the aging poor, 
evident in peripheral nations, is directly due to the number of elderly 


women in those countries who are single, illiterate, and not a part of the 
labor force (Mujahid 2006). 


In 2002, the Second World Assembly on Aging was held in Madrid, Spain, 
resulting in the Madrid Plan, an internationally coordinated effort to create 
comprehensive social policies to address the needs of the worldwide aging 
population. The plan identifies three themes to guide international policy on 
aging: 1) publically acknowledging the global challenges caused by, and the 
global opportunities created by, a rising global population; 2) empowering 
the elderly; and 3) linking international policies on aging to international 
policies on development (Zelenev 2008). 


The Madrid Plan has not yet been successful in achieving all its aims. 
However, it has increased awareness of the various issues associated with a 
global aging population, as well as raising the international consciousness 
to the way that the factors influencing the vulnerability of the elderly (social 
exclusion, prejudice and discrimination, and a lack of socio-legal 
protection) overlap with other developmental issues (basic human rights, 
empowerment, and participation), leading to an increase in legal protections 
(Zelenev 2008). 


There was a cultural custom known as geronticide or senicide, the 
abandonment to death, suicide, or killing of the elderly. Many societies in 
the world practiced it. The custom was not personal but cultural, and the 
members had to follow it, regardless. The basic idea for this custom can be 
seen in this question: "Should a society devote substantial resources to 
caring for the unproductive elderly?" (Schotland 2013) 


In Japan, the most rapidly aging country in the world, the caregiving burden 
on families has become psychologically too much for many to bear (Japan 
Times 2016). In the past six years there have been 138 murders or 
attempted murders of elderly people by their relatives, murders which are 
personal, not institutional or cultural. Right now, more than 5.5 million 
seniors are being cared for by their families. 


Some medical institutions have developed a manual for when and how to 
stop "life care for people with life-limiting conditions" (National Institute 
for Health and care Excellence), which is institutional, not personal or 


cultural. Senator John McCain, diagnosed with an aggressive brain tumor, 
for example, decided to cease treatment and died this way. 


Today, assisted dying is the focus of intense legal battles and controversies. 
Assisted dying refers to both voluntary active euthanasia and physician- 
assisted death. So far, three countries approve of assisted dying: Belgium, 
the Netherlands, and Luxembourg (Euronews 2019). Some other countries 
(i.e., Spain, Sweden, England, Italy, Hungary, and Norway, so far) allow 
passive euthanasia under strict circumstances, under which, e.g., a patient 
suffers from an incurable disease and decides not to apply life-prolonging 
treatments. 


Summary 


The social study of aging uses population data and cohorts to predict social 
concerns related to aging populations. In the United States, the population is 
increasingly older (called “the graying of the United States”), especially due 
to the baby boomer segment. Global studies on aging reveal a difference in 
life expectancy between core and peripheral nations as well as a 
discrepancy in nations’ preparedness for the challenges of increasing 
elderly populations. 


Further Research 


Gregory Bator founded the television show Graceful Aging and then 
developed a web site offering short video clips from the show. The purpose 
of Graceful Aging is to both inform and entertain, with clips on topics such 
as Sleep, driving, health, safety, and legal issues. Bator, a lawyer, works on 
counseling seniors about their legal needs. Log onto Graceful Aging for a 
visual understanding of aging: http://openstaxcollege.org/I/graceful_aging 
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Glossary 


baby boomers 
people in the United States born between approximately 1946 and 
1964 


centenarians 
people 100 years old or older 


cohort 
a group of people who share a statistical or demographic trait 


dependency ratio 
the number of nonproductive citizens (young, disabled, elderly) to 
productive working citizens 


filial piety 
deference and respect to one’s parents and ancestors in all things 


gerontology 
a field of science that seeks to understand the process of aging and the 
challenges encountered as seniors grow older 


life expectancy 
the number of years a newborn is expected to live 


social gerontology 
a specialized field of gerontology that examines the social (and 
sociological) aspects of aging 


The Process of Aging 


¢ Consider the biological, social, and psychological changes in aging 

¢ Describe the birth of the field of geriatrics 

e Examine attitudes toward death and dying and how they affect the 
elderly 

e Name the five stages of grief developed by Dr. Elisabeth Ktibler-Ross 


As human beings grow older, they go through different phases or stages of 
life. It is helpful to understand aging in the context of these phases. A life 
course is the period from birth to death, including a sequence of predictable 
life events. Each stage comes with different responsibilities and 
expectations, which of course vary by individual and culture. Uniformly, 
however, whether one steps over each stage happily or miserably depends 
solely on one's relationships with others. German-born American 
psychologist Erik Erikson, the pioneer theorist of the life-course study, 
suggests that there are 8 stages in life course, each of which needs to be 
supported by particular other(s), as shown below (1968): 

The Eight Stages in Life Course 


. Infant -- mother. 

. Toddler -- parents. 

. Preschooler -- family. 

. School-age child -- neighborhood and school. 

. Adolescence -- peer groups, role models. 

. Young adult -- partners, friends. 

. Middle adult -- household, workmates. 

. Old adult -- mankind or “my kind,” looking back one's self 


CONDMDUBRWN EF 


As Riley (1978) notes, aging is a lifelong process and entails maturation 
and change on physical, psychological, and social levels. Age, much like 
race, class, and gender, is a hierarchy in which some categories are more 
highly valued than others. For example, while many children look forward 
to gaining independence, Packer and Chasteen (2006) suggest that even in 
children, age prejudice leads to a negative view of aging. This, in turn, can 
lead to a widespread segregation between the old and the young at the 
institutional, societal, and cultural levels (Hagestad and Uhlenberg 2006). 


Biological Changes 


Aging can be a visible, 
public experience. Many 
people recognize the 
signs of aging and, 
because of the meanings 
that culture assigns to 
these changes, believe 
that being older means 
being in physical decline. 
Many older people, 
however, remain healthy, 
active, and happy. (Photo 
courtesy of Pedro Riberio 
Simoes/flickr) 


Each person experiences age-related changes based on many factors. 
Biological factors such as molecular and cellular changes are called 


primary aging, while aging that occurs due to controllable factors such as 
lack of physical exercise and poor diet is called secondary aging 
(Whitbourne and Whitbourne 2010). 


Most people begin to see signs of aging after fifty years old, when they 
notice the physical markers of age. Skin becomes thinner, drier, and less 
elastic. Wrinkles form. Hair begins to thin and gray. Men prone to balding 
start losing hair. The difficulty or relative ease with which people adapt to 
these changes is dependent in part on the meaning given to aging by their 
particular culture. A culture that values youthfulness and beauty above all 
else leads to a negative perception of growing old. Conversely, a culture 
that reveres the elderly for their life experience and wisdom contributes to a 
more positive perception of what it means to grow old. 


The effects of aging can feel daunting, and sometimes the fear of physical 
changes (like declining energy, food sensitivity, and loss of hearing and 
vision) is more challenging to deal with than the changes themselves. The 
way people perceive physical aging is largely dependent on how they were 
socialized. If people can accept the changes in their bodies as a natural 
process of aging, the changes will not seem as frightening. 


According to the federal Administration on Aging (2011), in 2009 fewer 
people over sixty-five years old assessed their health as “excellent” or “very 
good” (41.6 percent) compared to those aged eighteen to sixty-four (64.4 
percent). Evaluating data from the National Center for Health Statistics and 
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the Administration on Aging found that 
from 2006 to 2008, the most frequently reported health issues for those over 
sixty-five years old included arthritis (50 percent), hypertension (38 
percent), heart disease (32 percent), and cancer (22 percent). About 27 
percent of people age sixty and older are considered obese by current 
medical standards. Parker and Thorslund (2006) found that while the trend 
is toward steady improvement in most disability measures, there is a 
concomitant increase in functional impairments (disability) and chronic 
diseases. At the same time, medical advances have reduced some of the 
disabling effects of those diseases (Crimmins 2004). 


Some impacts of aging are gender-specific. Some of the disadvantages 
aging women face arise from long-standing social gender roles. For 


example, Social Security favors men over women, inasmuch as women do 
not earn Social Security benefits for the unpaid labor they perform (usually 
at home) as an extension of their gender roles. In the healthcare field, 
elderly female patients are more likely than elderly men to see their 
healthcare concerns trivialized (Sharp 1995) and are more likely to have 
their health issues labeled psychosomatic (Munch 2004). Another female- 
specific aspect of aging is that mass-media outlets often depict elderly 
females in terms of negative stereotypes and as less successful than older 
men (Bazzini and McIntosh [997). 


For men, the process of aging—and society’s response to and support of the 
experience—may be quite different. The gradual decrease in male sexual 
performance that occurs as a result of primary aging is medicalized and 
constructed as needing treatment (Marshall and Katz 2002) so that a man 
may maintain a sense of youthful masculinity. On the other hand, aging 
men have fewer opportunities to assert their masculine identities in the 
company of other men (for example, through sports participation) 
(Drummond 1998). And some social scientists have observed that the aging 
male body is depicted in the Western world as genderless (Spector-Mersel 
2006). 


Aging is accompanied by 
a host of biological, 
social, and psychological 
changes. (Photo courtesy 
of Michael Cohen/flickr) 


Social and Psychological Changes 


Male or female, growing older means confronting the psychological issues 
that come with entering the last phase of life. Young people moving into 
adulthood take on new roles and responsibilities as their lives expand, but 
an opposite arc can be observed in old age. What are the hallmarks of social 
and psychological change? 


Retirement—the withdrawal from paid work at a certain age—is a 
relatively recent idea. Up until the late nineteenth century, people worked 
about sixty hours a week until they were physically incapable of continuing. 


Following the American Civil War, veterans receiving pensions were able 
to withdraw from the workforce, and the number of working older men 
began declining. A second large decline in the number of working men 
began in the post-World War II era, probably due to the availability of 
Social Security, and a third large decline in the 1960s and 1970s was 
probably due to the social support offered by Medicare and the increase in 
Social Security benefits (Munnell 2011). 


In the twenty-first century, most people hope that at some point they will be 
able to stop working and enjoy the fruits of their labor. But do we look 
forward to this time or fear it? When people retire from familiar work 
routines, some easily seek new hobbies, interests, and forms of recreation. 
Many find new groups and explore new activities, but others may find it 
more difficult to adapt to new routines and loss of social roles, losing their 
sense of self-worth in the process. 


Each phase of life has challenges that come with the potential for fear. Erik 
H. Erikson (1902-1994), in his view of socialization, broke the typical life 
span into eight phases. Each phase presents a particular challenge that must 
be overcome. In the final stage, old age, the challenge is to embrace 
integrity over despair. Some people are unable to successfully overcome the 
challenge. They may have to confront regrets, such as being disappointed in 
their children’s lives or perhaps their own. They may have to accept that 
they will never reach certain career goals. Or they must come to terms with 
what their career success has cost them, such as time with their family or 
declining personal health. Others, however, are able to achieve a strong 
sense of integrity and are able to embrace the new phase in life. When that 
happens, there is tremendous potential for creativity. They can learn new 
skills, practice new activities, and peacefully prepare for the end of life. 


For some, overcoming despair might entail remarriage after the death of a 
spouse. A study conducted by Kate Davidson (2002) reviewed demographic 
data that asserted men were more likely to remarry after the death of a 
spouse and suggested that widows (the surviving female spouse of a 
deceased male partner) and widowers (the surviving male spouse of a 
deceased female partner) experience their postmarital lives differently. 
Many surviving women enjoyed a new sense of freedom, since they were 


living alone for the first time. On the other hand, for surviving men, there 
was a greater sense of having lost something, because they were now 
deprived of a constant source of care as well as the focus of their emotional 
life. 


Aging and Sexuality 


In Harold and Maude, a 1971 
cult classic movie, a twenty- 
something young man falls in 
love with a seventy-nine-year- 
old woman. The world reacts in 
disgust. What is your response 
to this picture, given that that 
the two people are meant to be 
lovers, not grandmother and 
grandson? (Photo courtesy of 
luckyjackson/flickr) 


It is no secret that people in the United States are squeamish about the 
subject of sex. And when the subject is the sexuality of elderly people? No 
one wants to think about it or even talk about it. That fact is part of what 
makes 1971’s Harold and Maude so provocative. In this cult favorite film, 
Harold, an alienated young man, meets and falls in love with Maude, a 


seventy-nine-year-old woman. What is so telling about the film is the 
reaction of his family, priest, and psychologist, who exhibit disgust and 
horror at such a match. 


Although it is difficult to have an open, public national dialogue about 
aging and sexuality, the reality is that our sexual selves do not disappear 
after age sixty-five. People continue to enjoy sex—and not always safe sex 
—well into their later years. In fact, some research suggests that as many as 
one in five new cases of AIDS occurs in adults over sixty-five years old 
(Hillman 2011). 


In some ways, old age may be a time to enjoy sex more, not less. For 
women, the elder years can bring a sense of relief as the fear of an 
unwanted pregnancy is removed and the children are grown and taking care 
of themselves. However, while we have expanded the number of psycho- 
pharmaceuticals to address sexual dysfunction in men, it was not until very 
recently that the medical field acknowledged the existence of female sexual 
dysfunctions (Bryant 2004). 


Death and Dying 


A young man sits at the grave 
of his great-grandmother. 


(Photo courtesy of Sara 
Goldsmith/flickr) 


For most of human history, the standard of living was significantly lower 
than it is now. Humans struggled to survive with few amenities and very 
limited medical technology. The risk of death due to disease or accident was 
high in any life stage, and life expectancy was low. As people began to live 
longer, death became associated with old age. 


For many teenagers and young adults, losing a grandparent or another older 
relative can be the first loss of a loved one they experience. It may be their 
first encounter with grief, a psychological, emotional, and social response 
to the feelings of loss that accompanies death or a similar event. 


People tend to perceive death, their own and that of others, based on the 
values of their culture. While some may look upon death as the natural 
conclusion to a long, fruitful life, others may find the prospect of dying 
frightening to contemplate. People tend to have strong resistance to the idea 
of their own death, and strong emotional reactions of loss to the death of 
loved ones. Viewing death as a loss, as opposed to a natural or tranquil 
transition, is often considered normal in the United States. 


What may be surprising is how few studies were conducted on death and 
dying prior to the 1960s. Death and dying were fields that had received 
little attention until a psychologist named Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross began 
observing people who were in the process of dying. As Kiibler-Ross 
witnessed people’s transition toward death, she found some common 
threads in their experiences. She observed that the process had five distinct 
stages: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. She published 
her findings in a 1969 book called On Death and Dying. The book remains 
a Classic on the topic today. 


Kiibler-Ross found that a person’s first reaction to the prospect of dying is 
denial: this is characterized by the person's not wanting to believe he or she 
is dying, with common thoughts such as “I feel fine” or “This is not really 
happening to me.” The second stage is anger, when loss of life is seen as 
unfair and unjust. A person then resorts to the third stage, bargaining: 


trying to negotiate with a higher power to postpone the inevitable by 
reforming or changing the way he or she lives. The fourth stage, 
psychological depression, allows for resignation as the situation begins to 
seem hopeless. In the final stage, a person adjusts to the idea of death and 
reaches acceptance. At this point, the person can face death honestly, by 
regarding it as a natural and inevitable part of life and can make the most of 
their remaining time. 


The work of Ktibler-Ross was eye-opening when it was introduced. It broke 
new ground and opened the doors for sociologists, social workers, health 
practitioners, and therapists to study death and help those who were facing 
death. Kiibler-Ross’s work is generally considered a major contribution to 
thanatology: the systematic study of death and dying. 


Of special interests to thanatologists is the concept of “dying with dignity.” 
Modern medicine includes advanced medical technology that may prolong 
life without a parallel improvement to the quality of life one may have. In 
some cases, people may not want to continue living when they are in 
constant pain and no longer enjoying life. Should patients have the right to 
choose to die with dignity? Dr. Jack Kevorkian was a staunch advocate for 
physician-assisted suicide: the voluntary or physician-assisted use of lethal 
medication provided by a medical doctor to end one’s life. This right to 
have a doctor help a patient die with dignity is controversial. In the United 
States, Oregon was the first state to pass a law allowing physician-assisted 
suicides. In 1997, Oregon instituted the Death with Dignity Act, which 
required the presence of two physicians for a legal assisted suicide. This 
law was successfully challenged by U.S. Attorney General John Ashcroft in 
2001, but the appeals process ultimately upheld the Oregon law. 
Subsequently, both Montana and Washington have passed similar laws. 


The controversy surrounding death with dignity laws is emblematic of the 
way our society tries to separate itself from death. Health institutions have 
built facilities to comfortably house those who are terminally ill. This is 
seen as a compassionate act, helping relieve the surviving family members 
of the burden of caring for the dying relative. But studies almost universally 
show that people prefer to die in their own homes (Lloyd, White, and 
Sutton 2011). Is it our social responsibility to care for elderly relatives up 


until their death? How do we balance the responsibility for caring for an 
elderly relative with our other responsibilities and obligations? As our 
society grows older, and as new medical technology can prolong life even 
further, the answers to these questions will develop and change. 


The changing concept of hospice is an indicator of our society’s changing 
view of death. Hospice is a type of healthcare that treats terminally ill 
people when “cure-oriented treatments” are no longer an option (Hospice 
Foundation of America 2012b). Hospice doctors, nurses, and therapists 
receive special training in the care of the dying. The focus is not on getting 
better or curing the illness, but on passing out of this life in comfort and 
peace. Hospice centers exist as a place where people can go to die in 
comfort, and increasingly, hospice services encourage at-home care so that 
someone has the comfort of dying in a familiar environment, surrounded by 
family (Hospice Foundation of America 2012a). While many of us would 
probably prefer to avoid thinking of the end of our lives, it may be possible 
to take comfort in the idea that when we do approach death in a hospice 
setting, it is in a familiar, relatively controlled place. 


Summary 


Old age affects every aspect of human life: biological, social, and 
psychological. Although medical technology has lengthened life 
expectancies, it cannot eradicate aging and death. Cultural attitudes shape 
the way our society views old age and dying, but these attitudes shift and 
evolve over time. 


Further Research 
Read the article “A Study of Sexuality and Health among Older Adults in 


the United States.” You will find it online at the New England Journal of 
Medicine: http://openstaxcollege.org/I/New_ England journal medicine 
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Glossary 


geriatrics 
a medical specialty focusing on the elderly 


grief 
a psychological, emotional, and social response to the feelings of loss 
that accompanies death or a similar event 


hospice 
healthcare that treats terminally ill people by providing comfort during 
the dying process 


life course 
the period from birth to death, including a sequence of predictable life 
events 


physician-assisted suicide 
the voluntary use of lethal medication provided by a medical doctor to 
end one’s life 


primary aging 
biological factors such as molecular and cellular changes 


secondary aging 
aging that occurs due to controllable factors like exercise and diet 


thanatology 
the systematic study of death and dying 


Challenges Facing the Elderly 


e Understand the historical and current trends of poverty among elderly 
populations 

e Recognize ageist thinking and ageist attitudes in individuals and 
institutions 

e Learn about elderly individuals’ risks of being mistreated and abused 


Aging comes with many challenges. The loss of independence is one 
potential part of the process, as are diminished physical ability and age 
discrimination. The term senescence refers to the aging process, including 
biological, emotional, intellectual, social, and spiritual changes. This 
section discusses some of the challenges we encounter during this process. 


As already observed, many older adults remain highly self-sufficient. 
Others require more care. Because the elderly typically no longer hold jobs, 
finances can be a challenge. And due to cultural misconceptions, older 
people can be targets of ridicule and stereotypes. The elderly face many 
challenges in later life, but they do not have to enter old age without 
dignity. 


Poverty 
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While elderly poverty rates showed an improvement trend for decades, 
the 2008 recession has changed some older people’s financial futures. 
Some who had planned a leisurely retirement have found themselves at 
risk of late-age destitution. (Photo (a) courtesy of Michael 
Cohen/flickr; photo (b) courtesy of Alex Proimos/flickr) 


For many people in the United States, growing older once meant living with 
less income. In 1960, almost 35 percent of the elderly existed on poverty- 
level incomes. A generation ago, the nation’s oldest populations had the 
highest risk of living in poverty. 


At the start of the twenty-first century, the older population was putting an 
end to that trend. Among people over sixty-five years old, the poverty rate 
fell from 30 percent in 1967 to 9.7 percent in 2008, well below the national 
average of 13.2 percent (U.S. Census Bureau 2009). However, given the 
subsequent recession, which severely reduced the retirement savings of 
many while taxing public support systems, how are the elderly affected? 
According to the Kaiser Commission on Medicaid and the Uninsured, the 
national poverty rate among the elderly had risen to 14 percent by 2010 
(Urban Institute and Kaiser Commission 2010). 


Before the recession hit, what had changed to cause a reduction in poverty 
among the elderly? What social patterns contributed to the shift? For 
several decades, a greater number of women joined the workforce. More 
married couples earned double incomes during their working years and 
saved more money for their retirement. Private employers and governments 
began offering better retirement programs. By 1990, senior citizens reported 
earning 36 percent more income on average than they did in 1980; that was 
five times the rate of increase for people under age thirty-five (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2009). 


In addition, many people were gaining access to better healthcare. New 
trends encouraged people to live more healthful lifestyles by placing an 
emphasis on exercise and nutrition. There was also greater access to 
information about the health risks of behaviors such as cigarette smoking, 


alcohol consumption, and drug use. Because they were healthier, many 
older people continue to work past the typical retirement age and provide 
more opportunity to save for retirement. Will these patterns return once the 
recession ends? Sociologists will be watching to see. In the meantime, they 
are realizing the immediate impact of the recession on elderly poverty. 


During the recession, older people lost some of the financial advantages 
that they’d gained in the 1980s and 1990s. From October 2007 to October 
2009 the values of retirement accounts for people over age fifty lost 18 
percent of their value. The sharp decline in the stock market also forced 
many to delay their retirement (Administration on Aging 2009). 


Ageism 


Are these street signs humorous 
or offensive? What shared 
assumptions make them 
humorous? Or is memory loss 
too serious to be made fun of? 
(Photo courtesy of 
Tumbleweed/flickr) 


Driving to the grocery store, Peter, twenty-three years old, got stuck behind 
a car on a four-lane main artery through his city’s business district. The 
speed limit was thirty-five miles per hour, and while most drivers sped 
along at forty to forty-five mph, the driver in front of him was going the 
minimum speed. Peter tapped on his horn. He tailgated the driver. Finally, 
Peter had a chance to pass the car. He glanced over. Sure enough, Peter 
thought, a gray-haired old man guilty of “DWE,” driving while elderly. 


At the grocery store, Peter waited in the checkout line behind an older 
woman. She paid for her groceries, lifted her bags of food into her cart, and 
toddled toward the exit. Peter, guessing her to be about eighty years old, 
was reminded of his grandmother. He paid for his groceries and caught up 
with her. 


“Can I help you with your cart?” he asked. 


“No, thank you. I can get it myself,” she said and marched off toward her 
Cart 


Peter’s responses to both older people, the driver and the shopper, were 
prejudiced. In both cases, he made unfair assumptions. He assumed the 
driver drove cautiously simply because the man was a senior citizen, and he 
assumed the shopper needed help carrying her groceries just because she 
was an older woman. 


Responses like Peter’s toward older people are fairly common. He didn’t 
intend to treat people differently based on personal or cultural biases, but he 
did. Ageism is discrimination (when someone acts on a prejudice) based on 
age. Dr. Robert Butler coined the term in 1968, noting that ageism exists in 
all cultures (Brownell). Ageist attitudes and biases based on stereotypes 
reduce elderly people to inferior or limited positions. 


Ageism can vary in severity. Peter’s attitudes are probably seen as fairly 
mild, but relating to the elderly in ways that are patronizing can be 
offensive. When ageism is reflected in the workplace, in healthcare, and in 
assisted-living facilities, the effects of discrimination can be more severe. 


Ageism can make older people fear losing a job, feel dismissed by a doctor, 
or feel a lack of power and control in their daily living situations. 


In early societies, the elderly were respected and revered. Many 
preindustrial societies observed gerontocracy, a type of social structure 
wherein the power is held by a society’s oldest members. In some countries 
today, the elderly still have influence and power and their vast knowledge is 
respected. Reverence for the elderly is still a part of some cultures, but it 
has changed in many places because of social factors. 


In many modern nations, however, industrialization contributed to the 
diminished social standing of the elderly. Today wealth, power, and prestige 
are also held by those in younger age brackets. The average age of 
corporate executives was fifty-nine years old in 1980. In 2008, the average 
age had lowered to fifty-four years old (Stuart 2008). Some older members 
of the workforce felt threatened by this trend and grew concerned that 
younger employees in higher level positions would push them out of the job 
market. Rapid advancements in technology and media have required new 
skill sets that older members of the workforce are less likely to have. 


Changes happened not only in the workplace but also at home. In agrarian 
societies, a married couple cared for their aging parents. The oldest 
members of the family contributed to the household by doing chores, 
cooking, and helping with child care. As economies shifted from agrarian to 
industrial, younger generations moved to cities to work in factories. The 
elderly began to be seen as an expensive burden. They did not have the 
strength and stamina to work outside the home. What began during 
industrialization, a trend toward older people living apart from their grown 
children, has become commonplace. 


Mistreatment and Abuse 


Mistreatment and abuse of the elderly is a major social problem. As 
expected, with the biology of aging, the elderly sometimes become 
physically frail. This frailty renders them dependent on others for care— 
sometimes for small needs like household tasks, and sometimes for 
assistance with basic functions like eating and toileting. Unlike a child, who 


also is dependent on another for care, an elder is an adult with a lifetime of 
experience, knowledge, and opinions—a more fully developed person. This 
makes the care-providing situation more complex. 


Elder abuse occurs when a caretaker intentionally deprives an older person 
of care or harms the person in his or her charge. Caregivers may be family 
members, relatives, friends, health professionals, or employees of senior 
housing or nursing care. The elderly may be subject to many different types 
of abuse. 


In a 2009 study on the topic led by Dr. Ron Acierno, the team of researchers 
identified five major categories of elder abuse: 1) physical abuse, such as 
hitting or shaking, 2) sexual abuse, including rape and coerced nudity, 3) 
psychological or emotional abuse, such as verbal harassment or humiliation, 
4) neglect or failure to provide adequate care, and 5) financial abuse or 
exploitation (Acierno 2010). 


The National Center on Elder Abuse (NCEA), a division of the U.S. 
Administration on Aging, also identifies abandonment and self-neglect as 
types of abuse. [link] shows some of the signs and symptoms that the 
NCEA encourages people to notice. 


Type of Abuse Signs and Symptoms 


Bruises, untreated wounds, sprains, 
Physical abuse broken glasses, lab findings of 
medication overdosage 


Bruises around breasts or genitals, torn 
Sexual abuse or bloody underclothing, unexplained 
venereal disease 


Type of Abuse 


Emotional/psychological 
abuse 


Neglect 


Financial 


Self-neglect 


Signs and Symptoms 


Being upset or withdrawn, unusual 
dementia-like behavior (rocking, 
sucking) 


Poor hygiene, untreated bed sores, 
dehydration, soiled bedding 


Sudden changes in banking practices, 
inclusion of additional names on bank 
cards, abrupt changes to will 


Untreated medical conditions, unclean 
living area, lack of medical items like 
dentures or glasses 


Signs of Elder AbuseThe National Center on Elder Abuse encourages 


people to watch for these signs of mistreatment. (Chart courtesy of National 


Center on Elder Abuse) 


How prevalent is elder abuse? Two recent U.S. studies found that roughly 
one in ten elderly people surveyed had suffered at least one form of elder 


abuse. Some social researchers believe elder abuse is underreported and that 


the number may be higher. The risk of abuse also increases in people with 
health issues such as dementia (Kohn and Verhoek-Oftedahl 2011). Older 


women were found to be victims of verbal abuse more often than their male 


counterparts. 


In Acierno’s study, which included a sample of 5,777 respondents age sixty 


and older, 5.2 percent of respondents reported financial abuse, 5.1 percent 
said they’d been neglected, and 4.6 endured emotional abuse (Acierno 
2010). The prevalence of physical and sexual abuse was lower at 1.6 and 
0.6 percent, respectively (Acierno 2010). 


Other studies have focused on the caregivers to the elderly in an attempt to 


discover the causes of elder abuse. Researchers identified factors that 


increased the likelihood of caregivers perpetrating abuse against those in 
their care. Those factors include inexperience, having other demands such 
as jobs (for those who weren’t professionally employed as caregivers), 
caring for children, living full-time with the dependent elder, and 
experiencing high stress, isolation, and lack of support (Kohn and Verhoek- 
Oftedahl 2011). 


A history of depression in the caregiver was also found to increase the 
likelihood of elder abuse. Neglect was more likely when care was provided 
by paid caregivers. Many of the caregivers who physically abused elders 
were themselves abused—in many cases, when they were children. Family 
members with some sort of dependency on the elder in their care were more 
likely to physically abuse that elder. For example, an adult child caring for 
an elderly parent while at the same time depending on some form of income 
from that parent, is considered more likely to perpetrate physical abuse 
(Kohn and Verhoek-Oftedahl 2011). 


A survey in Florida found that 60.1 percent of caregivers reported verbal 
aggression as a style of conflict resolution. Paid caregivers in nursing 
homes were at a high risk of becoming abusive if they had low job 
satisfaction, treated the elderly like children, or felt burnt out (Kohn and 
Verhoek-Oftedahl 2011). Caregivers who tended to be verbally abusive 
were found to have had less training, lower education, and higher likelihood 
of depression or other psychiatric disorders. Based on the results of these 
studies, many housing facilities for seniors have increased their screening 
procedures for caregiver applicants. 


Note: 
World War II Veterans 


World War II (1941-1945) 
veterans and members of an 
Honor Flight from Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin, visit the National 
World War II Memorial in 
Washington, DC. Most of these 
men and women were in their 
late teens or twenties when they 
served. (Photo courtesy of Sean 
Hackbarth/flickr) 


World War II veterans are aging. Many are in their eighties and nineties. 
They are dying at an estimated rate of about 740 per day, according to the 
U.S. Veterans Administration (National Center for Veterans Analysis and 
Statistics 2011). Data suggest that by 2036, there will be no living veterans 
of WWII (U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs). 

When these veterans came home from the war and ended their service, 
little was known about posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). These heroes 
did not receive the mental and physical healthcare that could have helped 
them. As a result, many of them, now in old age, are dealing with the 
effects of PTSD. Research suggests a high percentage of World War II 
veterans are plagued by flashback memories and isolation, and that many 
“self-medicate” with alcohol. 

Research has found that veterans of any conflict are more than twice as 
likely as nonveterans to commit suicide, with rates highest among the 
oldest veterans. Reports show that WWII-era veterans are four times as 


likely to take their own lives as people of the same age with no military 
service (Glantz 2010). 

In May 2004, the National World War II Memorial in Washington, DC, 
was completed and dedicated to honor those who served during the 
conflict. Dr. Earl Morse, a physician and retired Air Force captain, treated 
many WWII veterans. He encouraged them to visit the memorial, knowing 
it could help them heal. Many WWII veterans expressed interest in seeing 
the memorial. Unfortunately, many were in their eighties and were neither 
physically nor financially able to travel on their own. Dr. Morse arranged 
to personally escort some of the veterans and enlisted volunteer pilots who 
would pay for the flights themselves. He also raised money, insisting the 
veterans pay nothing. By the end of 2005, 137 veterans, many in 
wheelchairs, had made the trip. The Honor Flight Network was up and 
running. 

As of 2010, the Honor Flight Network had flown more than 120,000 U.S. 
veterans of World War II, and some veterans of the Korean War, to 
Washington. The round-trip flights leave for day-long trips from airports in 
thirty states, staffed by volunteers who care for the needs of the elderly 
travelers (Honor Flight Network 2011). 


Summary 


As people enter old age, they face challenges. Ageism, which involves 
stereotyping and discrimination against the elderly, leads to misconceptions 
about their abilities. Although elderly poverty has been improving for 
decades, many older people may be detrimentally affected by the 2008 
recession. Some elderly people grow physically frail and, therefore, 
dependent on caregivers, which increases their risk of elder abuse. 


Further Research 


Veterans who served in the U.S. Armed Forces during various conflicts 
represent cohorts. Veterans share certain aspects of life in common. To find 
information on veteran populations and how they are aging, study the 


information on the web site of the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs: 
http://openstaxcollege.org/I/Dep_ Veterans Affairs 


Learn more about the Honor Flight Network, the organization offering trips 
to national war memorials in Washington, DC, at no cost to the veterans: 
http://openstaxcollege.org/I/honor flight 
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Glossary 


ageism 
discrimination based on age 


elder abuse 
the act of a caretaker intentionally depriving an older person of care or 
harming the person in their charge 


gerontocracy 
a type of social structure wherein the power is held by a society’s 
oldest members 


senescence 
the aging process, including biological, intellectual, emotional, social, 
and spiritual changes 


Theoretical Perspectives on Aging 
e Compare and contrast sociological theoretical perspectives on aging 


How do you relate to and interact with older people? What roles do they 
play in your life? What role do they play in neighborhoods and 
communities, in cities and in states? Sociologists are interested in exploring 
the answers to such questions through three different perspectives: 
functionalism, conflict theory, and symbolic interactionism. 


Functionalism 


Functionalists analyze how the parts of society work together. 
Functionalists gauge how society’s parts are working together to keep 
society running smoothly. How does this perspective address aging? The 
elderly, as a group, are one of society’s vital parts. 


Functionalists find that people with better resources who stay active in other 
roles adjust better to old age (Crosnoe and Elder 2002). Three social 
theories within the functional perspective were developed to explain how 
older people might deal with later-life experiences. 


Does being old mean 
disengaging from the world? 
(Photo courtesy of Candida 


Performa/Wikimedia 
Commons) 


The earliest gerontological theory in the functionalist perspective is 
disengagement theory, which suggests that withdrawing from society and 
social relationships is a natural part of growing old. There are several main 
points to the theory. First, because everyone expects to die one day, and 
because we experience physical and mental decline as we approach death, it 
is natural to withdraw from individuals and society. Second, as the elderly 
withdraw, they receive less reinforcement to conform to social norms. 
Therefore, this withdrawal allows a greater freedom from the pressure to 
conform. Finally, social withdrawal is gendered, meaning it is experienced 
differently by men and women. Because men focus on work and women 
focus on marriage and family, when they withdraw they will be unhappy 
and directionless until they adopt a role to replace their accustomed role 
that is compatible with the disengaged state (Cummings and Henry 1961). 


The suggestion that old age was a distinct state in the life course, 
characterized by a distinct change in roles and activities, was 
groundbreaking when it was first introduced. However, the theory is no 
longer accepted in its classic form. Criticisms typically focus on the 
application of the idea that seniors universally naturally withdraw from 
society as they age, and that it does not allow for a wide variation in the 
way people experience aging (Hothschild 1975). 


The social withdrawal that Cummings and Henry recognized (1961), and its 
notion that elderly people need to find replacement roles for those they’ve 
lost, is addressed anew in activity theory. According to this theory, activity 
levels and social involvement are key to this process, and key to happiness 
(Havinghurst 1961; Neugarten 1964; Havinghurst, Neugarten, and Tobin 
1968). According to this theory, the more active and involved an elderly 
person is, the happier he or she will be. Critics of this theory point out that 
access to social opportunities and activity are not equally available to all. 
Moreover, not everyone finds fulfillment in the presence of others or 
participation in activities. Reformulations of this theory suggest that 
participation in informal activities, such as hobbies, are what most effect 
later life satisfaction (Lemon, Bengtson, and Petersen 1972). 


According to continuity theory, the elderly make specific choices to 
maintain consistency in internal (personality structure, beliefs) and external 
structures (relationships), remaining active and involved throughout their 
elder years. This is an attempt to maintain social equilibrium and stability 
by making future decisions on the basis of already developed social roles 
(Atchley 1971; Atchley 1989). One criticism of this theory is its emphasis 
on so-called “normal” aging, which marginalizes those with chronic 
diseases such as Alzheimer’s. 


Note: 
The Graying of American Prisons 


Would you want to 
spend your 
retirement here? A 


growing elderly 
prison population 
requires asking 
questions about how 
to deal with senior 
inmates. (Photo 
courtesy of Claire 
Rowland/Wikimedi 
a Commons) 


Earl Grimes is a seventy-nine-year-old inmate at a state prison. He has 
undergone two cataract surgeries and takes about $1,000 a month worth of 
medication to manage a heart condition. He needs significant help moving 
around, which he obtains by bribing younger inmates. He is serving a life 
prison term for a murder he committed thirty-eight years—half a lifetime 
—ago (Warren 2002). 

Grimes’ situation exemplifies the problems facing prisons today. 
According to a recent report released by Human Rights Watch (2012), 
there are now more than 124,000 prisoners age fifty-five years or older and 
over 26,000 prisoners age sixty-five or older in the U.S. prison population. 
These numbers represent an exponential rise over the last two decades. 
Why are U.S. prisons graying so rapidly? 

Two factors contribute significantly to this country’s aging prison 
population. One is the tough-on-crime reforms of the 1980s and 1990s, 
when mandatory minimum sentencing and “three strikes” policies sent 
many people to jail for thirty years to life, even when the third strike was a 
relatively minor offense (Leadership Conference, n.d.). Many of today’s 
elderly prisoners are those who were incarcerated thirty years ago for life 
sentences. The other factor influencing today’s aging prison population is 
the aging of the overall population. As discussed in the section on aging in 
the United States, the percentage of people over sixty-five years old is 
increasing each year due to rising life expectancies and the aging of the 
baby boom generation. 

So why should it matter that the elderly prison population is growing so 
swiftly? As discussed in the section on the process of aging, growing older 
is accompanied by a host of physical problems, like failing vision, 
mobility, and hearing. Chronic illnesses like heart disease, arthritis, and 
diabetes also become increasingly common as people age, whether they are 
in prison or not. In many cases, elderly prisoners are physically incapable 
of committing a violent—or possibly any—crime. Is it ethical to keep them 
locked up for the short remainder of their lives? 

There seem to be a lot of reasons, both financial and ethical, to release 
some elderly prisoners to live the rest of their lives—and die—in freedom. 
However, few lawmakers are willing to appear soft on crime by releasing 


convicted felons from prison, especially if their sentence was “life without 
parole” (Warren 2002). 


Conflict Perspective 
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At a public protest, older people 
make their voices heard. In 
advocating for themselves, they 
help shape public policy and 
alter the allotment of available 
resources. (Photo courtesy of 
longislandwins/flickr) 


Theorists working the conflict perspective view society as inherently 
unstable, an institution that privileges the powerful wealthy few while 
marginalizing everyone else. According to the guiding principle of conflict 
theory, social groups compete with other groups for power and scarce 
resources. Applied to society’s aging population, the principle means that 
the elderly struggle with other groups—for example, younger society 
members—to retain a certain share of resources. At some point, this 
competition may become conflict. 


For example, some people complain that the elderly get more than their fair 
share of society’s resources. In hard economic times, there is great concern 
about the huge costs of Social Security and Medicare. One of every four tax 
dollars, or about 28 percent, is spent on these two programs. In 1950, the 
federal government paid $781 million in Social Security payments. Now, 
the payments are 870 times higher. In 2008, the government paid $296 
billion (Statistical Abstract 2011). The medical bills of the nation’s elderly 
population are rising dramatically. While there is more care available to 
certain segments of the senior community, it must be noted that the 
financial resources available to the aging can vary tremendously by race, 
social class, and gender. 


There are three classic theories of aging within the conflict perspective. 
Modernization theory (Cowgill and Holmes 1972) suggests that the 
primary cause of the elderly losing power and influence in society are the 
parallel forces of industrialization and modernization. As societies 
modernize, the status of elders decreases, and they are increasingly likely to 
experience social exclusion. Before industrialization, strong social norms 
bound the younger generation to care for the older. Now, as societies 
industrialize, the nuclear family replaces the extended family. Societies 
become increasingly individualistic, and norms regarding the care of older 
people change. In an individualistic industrial society, caring for an elderly 
relative is seen as a voluntary obligation that may be ignored without fear of 
social censure. 


The central reasoning of modernization theory is that as long as the 
extended family is the standard family, as in preindustrial economies, elders 
will have a place in society and a clearly defined role. As societies 
modernize, the elderly, unable to work outside of the home, have less to 
offer economically and are seen as a burden. This model may be applied to 
both the developed and the developing world, and it suggests that as people 
age they will be abandoned and lose much of their familial support since 
they become a nonproductive economic burden. 


Another theory in the conflict perspective is age stratification theory 
(Riley, Johnson, and Foner 1972). Though it may seem obvious now, with 
our awareness of ageism, age stratification theorists were the first to suggest 


that members of society might be stratified by age, just as they are stratified 
by race, class, and gender. Because age serves as a basis of social control, 
different age groups will have varying access to social resources such as 
political and economic power. Within societies, behavioral age norms, 
including norms about roles and appropriate behavior, dictate what 
members of age cohorts may reasonably do. For example, it might be 
considered deviant for an elderly woman to wear a bikini because it violates 
norms denying the sexuality of older females. These norms are specific to 
each age strata, developing from culturally based ideas about how people 
should “act their age.” 


Thanks to amendments to the Age Discrimination in Employment Act 
(ADEA), which drew attention to some of the ways in which our society is 
stratified based on age, U.S. workers no longer must retire upon reaching a 
specified age. As first passed in 1967, the ADEA provided protection 
against a broad range of age discrimination and specifically addressed 
termination of employment due to age, age specific layoffs, advertised 
positions specifying age limits or preferences, and denial of healthcare 
benefits to those over sixty-five years old (U.S. EEOC 2012). 


Age stratification theory has been criticized for its broadness and its 
inattention to other sources of stratification and how these might intersect 
with age. For example, one might argue that an older white male occupies a 
more powerful role, and is far less limited in his choices, compared to an 
older white female based on his historical access to political and economic 
power. 


Finally, exchange theory (Dowd 1975), a rational choice approach, 
suggests we experience an increased dependence as we age and must 
increasingly submit to the will of others because we have fewer ways of 
compelling others to submit to us. Indeed, inasmuch as relationships are 
based on mutual exchanges, as the elderly become less able to exchange 
resources, they will see their social circles diminish. In this model, the only 
means to avoid being discarded is to engage in resource management, like 
maintaining a large inheritance or participating in social exchange systems 
via child care. In fact, the theory may depend too much on the assumption 
that individuals are calculating. It is often criticized for affording too much 


emphasis to material exchange and devaluing nonmaterial assets such as 
love and friendship. 


The subculture of aging theory 
posits that the elderly create 
their own communities because 
they have been excluded from 
other groups. (Photo courtesy of 
Icnacio Palomo Duarte/flickr) 


Symbolic Interactionism 


Generally, theories within the symbolic interactionist perspective focus on 
how society is created through the day-to-day interaction of individuals, as 
well as the way people perceive themselves and others based on cultural 
symbols. This microanalytic perspective assumes that if people develop a 
sense of identity through their social interactions, their sense of self is 
dependent on those interactions. A woman whose main interactions with 
society make her feel old and unattractive may lose her sense of self. But a 
woman whose interactions make her feel valued and important will have a 
stronger sense of self and a happier life. 


Symbolic interactionists stress that the changes associated with old age, in 
and of themselves, have no inherent meaning. Nothing in the nature of 
aging creates any particular, defined set of attitudes. Rather, attitudes 
toward the elderly are rooted in society. 


One microanalytical theory is Rose’s (1962) subculture of aging theory, 
which focuses on the shared community created by the elderly when they 
are excluded (due to age), voluntarily or involuntarily, from participating in 
other groups. This theory suggests that elders will disengage from society 
and develop new patterns of interaction with peers who share common 
backgrounds and interests. For example, a group consciousness may 
develop within such groups as AARP around issues specific to the elderly 
like the Medicare “doughnut hole,” focused on creating social and political 
pressure to fix those issues. Whether brought together by social or political 
interests, or even geographic regions, elders may find a strong sense of 
community with their new group. 


Another theory within the symbolic interaction perspective is selective 
optimization with compensation theory. Baltes and Baltes (1990) based 
their theory on the idea that successful personal development throughout 
the life course and subsequent mastery of the challenges associated with 
everyday life are based on the components of selection, optimization, and 
compensation. Though this happens at all stages in the life course, in the 
field of gerontology, researchers focus attention on balancing the losses 
associated with aging with the gains stemming from the same. Here, aging 
is a process and not an outcome, and the goals (compensation) are specific 
to the individual. 


According to this theory, our energy diminishes as we age, and we select 
(selection) personal goals to get the most (optimize) for the effort we put 
into activities, in this way making up for (compensation) the loss of a wider 
range of goals and activities. In this theory, the physical decline postulated 
by disengagement theory may result in more dependence, but that is not 
necessarily negative, as it allows aging individuals to save their energy for 
the most meaningful activities. For example, a professor who values 
teaching sociology may participate in a phased retirement, never entirely 


giving up teaching, but acknowledging personal physical limitations that 
allow teaching only one or two classes per year. 


Swedish sociologist Lars Tornstam developed a symbolic interactionist 
theory called gerotranscendence: the idea that as people age, they 
transcend the limited views of life they held in earlier times. Tornstam 
believes that throughout the aging process, the elderly become less self- 
centered and feel more peaceful and connected to the natural world. 
Wisdom comes to the elderly, Tornstam’s theory states, and as the elderly 
tolerate ambiguities and seeming contradictions, they let go of conflict and 
develop softer views of right and wrong (Tornstam 2005). 


Tornstam does not claim that everyone will achieve wisdom in aging. Some 
elderly people might still grow bitter and isolated, feel ignored and left out, 
or become grumpy and judgmental. Symbolic interactionists believe that, 
just as in other phases of life, individuals must struggle to overcome their 
own failings and turn them into strengths. 


Summary 


The three major sociological perspectives inform the theories of aging. 
Theories in the functionalist perspective focus on the role of elders in terms 
of the functioning of society as a whole. Theories in the conflict perspective 
concentrate on how elders, as a group, are at odds with other groups in 
society. And theories in the symbolic interactionist perspective focus on 
how elders’ identities are created through their interactions. 


Further Research 


New Dynamics of Aging is a web site produced by an interdisciplinary 
team at the University of Sheffield. It is supposedly the largest research 
program on aging in the United Kingdom to date. In studying the 
experiences of aging and factors that shape aging, including behaviors, 
biology, health, culture, history, economics, and technology, researchers are 
promoting healthy aging and helping dispel stereotypes. Learn more by 
logging onto its web site: http://openstaxcollege.org/I/new_ dynamics aging 
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Glossary 


activity theory 


a theory which suggests that for individuals to enjoy old age and feel 
satisfied, they must maintain activities and find a replacement for the 
statuses and associated roles they have left behind as they aged 


age stratification theory 
a theory which states that members of society are stratified by age, just 
as they are stratified by race, class, and gender 


continuity theory 
a theory which states that the elderly make specific choices to maintain 
consistency in internal (personality structure, beliefs) and external 
structures (relationships), remaining active and involved throughout 
their elder years 


disengagement theory 
a theory which suggests that withdrawing from society and social 
relationships is a natural part of growing old 


exchange theory 
a theory which suggests that we experience an increased dependence 
as we age and must increasingly submit to the will of others, because 
we have fewer ways of compelling others to submit to us 


gerotranscendence 
the idea that as people age, they transcend limited views of life they 
held in earlier times 


modernization theory 
a theory which suggests that the primary cause of the elderly losing 
power and influence in society are the parallel forces of 
industrialization and modernization 


selective optimization with compensation theory 
a theory based on the idea that successful personal development 
throughout the life course and subsequent mastery of the challenges 
associated with everyday life are based on the components of 
selection, optimization, and compensation 


subculture of aging theory 
a theory that focuses on the shared community created by the elderly 
when they are excluded (due to age), voluntarily or involuntarily, from 
participating in other groups 


Introduction to Marriage and Family 
class="introduction" 


What 
constitutes a 
family 
nowadays? 
(Photo 
courtesy of 
Michael/flickr 


) 
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Between 2006 and 2010, nearly half of heterosexual women (48 percent) 
ages fifteen to forty-four said they were not married to their spouse or 


partner when they first lived with them, the report says. That's up from 43 
percent in 2002, and 34 percent in 1995 (Rettner 2013). The U.S. Census 
Bureau reports that the number of unmarried couples has grown from fewer 
than one million in the 1970s to 8.1 million in 2011. Cohabitating, but 
unwed, couples account for 10 percent of all opposite-sex couples in the 
United States (U.S. Census Bureau 2008). Some may never choose to wed 
(Gardner 2013). With fewer couples marrying, the traditional U.s. family 
structure is becoming less common. 
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What Is Marriage? What Is a Family? 


¢ Describe society’s current understanding of family 
e Recognize changes in marriage and family patterns 
e Differentiate between lines of decent and residence 


The modern concept of family is far 
more encompassing than in past 
decades. What do you think constitutes 
a family? (Photo (a) courtesy Gareth 
Williams/flickr; photo (b) courtesy 
Guillaume Paumier/ Wikimedia 


Commons) 


Marriage and family are key units in all societies although their forms vary 
across societies and change over time. While the two institutions are closely 
linked in American culture, indeed, their connection is changing in 
somewhat complicated ways, as seen in cohabitation, same-sex marriage, 
same-sex households, divorce, single-parent families, and so on. 


Marriage is defined in different eras and areas in different ways. In the 
U.S. today, specifically, it is a legally recognized union between two people, 
based on a sexual relationship and rights and obligations between them. It's 
a union "between two people," and doesn't have to be "between a man and a 
woman" since 2015, in which the Supreme Court supported the 
constitutional right to same-sex marriage. 


Family in our modern societies is defined as a socially recognized group 
(usually joined by blood, marriage, cohabitation, or adoption) that forms an 
emotional connection among its members and serves as an economic unit. 
There are two different types of families based on a person's status in them. 
One is a "family of orientation" in which a person was born and grew up as 
a child. The other is a "family of procreation" in which a person is a parent 
and raises his/her kid(s). Many adults live in their family of procreation 
with their kid(s) and visit their family of orientation once in a while to see 
their mom and/or dad. 


One Partner or Two or More 


In almost all modern societies, monogamy (i.e., one-to-one marriage) is 
socially and legally maintained. In many other societies around the world, 
however, this one-to-one union is not the only form of marriage. A majority 
of cultures (78%) practice polygamy, or being married at a time to two or 
more spouses who know about each other (Murdock 1967). 


The word "polygamy" has two parts. "Poly" means two or more and 
"gamy," marriage. Thus, it's a marriage that involves more than two spouses 
at the same time. According to Friedrich Engels (2004 [1884]) and Lewis 
Morgan (1985 [1877]) (as discussed in Ch. 12), all our ancestors long, long 
ago engaged in polygamy between brothers and sisters, between cousins, 
and so on. It was a cultural and collective custom mostly for social 
solidarity, as opposed to a personal or private habit for secret desire. 


Within polygamy practiced in our contemporary world now, or until the 
recent past, there are mostly two types: polygyny and polyandry. Polygyny, 
where "gyny" means female, is a form of marriage in which a guy has two 
or more wives at the same time. Some Islamic countries are known to 
practice this form of marriage. 


Polyandry, where "andry" means male, is another form of marriage in 
which a woman has two or more husbands at the same time. This was 
practiced in many areas on this planet, such as Africa, Asia, Oceania, and 
South America. To be noted, in many cases called "fraternal polyandry," 


husbands who share one wife are biological brothers. There are several 
reasons for this cultural custom. 


First, many societies, in which resources were scarce, used to practice 
"infanticide" (newborn baby killing), and girls were usually more likely to 
be killed than boys who would support their families in the future. In a tribe 
where polyandry was practiced, indeed, "Though there is seemingly no 
absolute rule in predicting female infanticide, should three consecutive 
births be female, the last one would inevitably be killed" (Peters et al. 1975, 
p. 201). As a result, not just in each household, but also in the entire society, 
the gender ratio became unbalanced. This condition made it very difficult 
for each boy to have a wife of his own. 


Second, they were mostly farmers facing "hardships where cooperative 
work among brothers is essential for survival" (ibid., p. 198). Rather than 
dividing their land by the number of brothers, therefore, farming the entire 
land together is economically more efficient and socially more solid. 


Third, as brothers completely shared properties in their family, it was not 
necessary for them to specify who the father of a newborn baby was; all 
properties were handed over to all children in their family, equally (ibid., p. 
198). 


Fourth, as their societies didn't have a plenty of resources, the size of the 
population had to be controlled. Compared to monogamy, polyandry is way 
more effective to this end (see below). 


One of the Major Functions of Polyandry: Controlling the Population 


Monogamy Polyandry 

Brothers take wives and divide their inherited tand Brothers share a wife and work their inherited band together 

3 brothers take 3 wives: Each bears 3 sons 3 brothers take | wife: She bears 3 sons 
rol =) ae ; 


Generation 1 


9 sons take 9 wives: Each bears 3 sons 3 sons take | wife: She bears 3 sons 


OP) r 4 a 


Generation 2 


27 grandsons take 27 wives 3 grandsons me 1 wife 


CULULUL ] ‘ Generation 3“ 


Okay, that's logical. But what about jealousy? How would you feel when 
you know one of your brothers is having sex with the wife you guys share? 


Don't worry. If you were born and grew up in such societies, you would join 
polyandry, or even infanticide. That's culture. 


There is a term known as flintstonization, based on an American cartoon 
The Flintstones broadcast in the 1960s. It refers to the erroneous attempt to 
understand the distant past or culture through the lens of the norms and 
values of one's own society. It's somewhat similar to ethnocentrism, the 
fallacious tendency to evaluate other cultures through the lens of one's own 
culture. In a family of polyandry, did the husbands also share one single 
cellphone, or did they each have one? Oh, no, no, there was no cellphone 
back then. This is an example of flintstonization. 


Residency and Lines of Descent 


When considering one’s lineage, most people in the United States look to 
both their father’s and mother’s sides. Both paternal and maternal ancestors 
are considered part of one’s family. This pattern of tracing kinship is called 


bilateral descent. Note that kinship, or one’s traceable ancestry, can be 
based on blood or marriage or adoption. Sixty percent of societies, mostly 
modernized nations, follow a bilateral descent pattern. Unilateral descent 
(the tracing of kinship through one parent only) is practiced in the other 40 
percent of the world’s societies, with high concentration in pastoral cultures 
(O’ Neal 2006). 


There are three types of unilateral descent: patrilineal, which follows the 
father’s line only; matrilineal, which follows the mother’s side only; and 
ambilineal, which follows either the father’s only or the mother’s side only, 
depending on the situation. In partrilineal societies, such as those in rural 
China and India, only males carry on the family surname. This gives males 
the prestige of permanent family membership while females are seen as 
only temporary members (Harrell 2001). U.S. society assumes some aspects 
of partrilineal decent. For instance, most children assume their father’s last 
name even if the mother retains her birth name. 


In matrilineal societies, inheritance and family ties are traced to women. 
Matrilineal descent is common in Native American societies, notably the 
Crow and Cherokee tribes. In these societies, children are seen as belonging 
to the women and, therefore, one’s kinship is traced to one’s mother, 
grandmother, great grandmother, and so on (Mails 1996). In ambilineal 
societies, which are most common in Southeast Asian countries, parents 
may choose to associate their children with the kinship of either the mother 
or the father. This choice maybe based on the desire to follow stronger or 
more prestigious kinship lines or on cultural customs such as men following 
their father’s side and women following their mother’s side (Lambert 
2009). 


Tracing one’s line of descent to one parent rather than the other can be 
relevant to the issue of residence. In many cultures, newly married couples 
move in with, or near to, family members. In a patrilocal residence system 
it is customary for the wife to live with (or near) her husband’s blood 
relatives (or family or orientation). Patrilocal systems can be traced back 
thousands of years. Ina DNA analysis of 4,600-year-old bones found in 
Germany, scientists found indicators of patrilocal living arrangements 
(Haak et al 2008). Patrilocal residence is thought to be disadvantageous to 


women because it makes them outsiders in the home and community; it also 
keeps them disconnected from their own blood relatives. In China, where 
patrilocal and patrilineal customs are common, the written symbols for 
matermal grandmother (wdipd) are separately translated to mean “outsider” 
and “women” (Cohen 2011). 


Similarly, in matrilocal residence systems, where it is customary for the 
husband to live with his wife’s blood relatives (or her family of orientation), 
the husband can feel disconnected and can be labeled as an outsider. The 
Minangkabau people, a matrilocal society that is indigenous to the 
highlands of West Sumatra in Indonesia, believe that home is the place of 
women and they give men little power in issues relating to the home or 
family (Joseph and Najmabadi 2003). Most societies that use patrilocal and 
patrilineal systems are patriarchal, but very few societies that use matrilocal 
and matrilineal systems are matriarchal, as family life is often considered an 
important part of the culture for women, regardless of their power relative 
to men. 


Stages of Family Life 


As we’ve established, the concept of family has changed greatly in recent 
decades. Historically, it was often thought that many families evolved 
through a series of predictable stages. Developmental or “stage” theories 
used to play a prominent role in family sociology (Strong and DeVault 
1992). Today, however, these models have been criticized for their linear 
and conventional assumptions as well as for their failure to capture the 
diversity of family forms. While reviewing some of these once-popular 
theories, it is important to identify their strengths and weaknesses. 


The set of predictable steps and patterns families experience over time is 
referred to as the family life cycle. One of the first designs of the family life 
cycle was developed by Paul Glick in 1955. In Glick’s original design, he 
asserted that most people will grow up, establish families, rear and launch 
their children, experience an “empty nest” period, and come to the end of 
their lives. This cycle will then continue with each subsequent generation 
(Glick 1989). Glick’s colleague, Evelyn Duvall, elaborated on the family 


life cycle by developing these classic stages of family (Strong and DeVault 
1992): 


Stage Family Type Children 

1 aes Childless 
Family 

2 pocenon Children ages 0 to 2.5 
Family 

3 Erescuooie Children ages 2.5 to 6 
Family 

4 Senor er Children ages 6-13 
Family 

5 Teenage Family Children ages 13—20 

6 Faunching Children begin to leave home 
Family 

5 Empty Nest “Empty nest”; adult children have 
Family left home 


Stage TheoryThis table shows one example of how a “stage” theory might 
categorize the phases a family goes through. 


The family life cycle was used to explain the different processes that occur 
in families over time. Sociologists view each stage as having its own 
structure with different challenges, achievements, and accomplishments that 
transition the family from one stage to the next. For example, the problems 


and challenges that a family experiences in Stage 1 as a married couple with 
no children are likely much different than those experienced in Stage 5 as a 
married couple with teenagers. The success of a family can be measured by 
how well they adapt to these challenges and transition into each stage. 
While sociologists use the family life cycle to study the dynamics of family 
overtime, consumer and marketing researchers have used it to determine 
what goods and services families need as they progress through each stage 
(Murphy and Staples 1979). 


As early “stage” theories have been criticized for generalizing family life 
and not accounting for differences in gender, ethnicity, culture, and lifestyle, 
less rigid models of the family life cycle have been developed. One 
example is the family life course, which recognizes the events that occur in 
the lives of families but views them as parting terms of a fluid course rather 
than in consecutive stages (Strong and DeVault 1992). This type of model 
accounts for changes in family development, such as the fact that in today’s 
society, childbearing does not always occur with marriage. It also sheds 
light on other shifts in the way family life is practiced. Society’s modern 
understanding of family rejects rigid “stage” theories and is more accepting 
of new, fluid models. 


Note: 

The Evolution of Television Families 

Whether you grew up watching the Cleavers, the Waltons, the Huxtables, 
or the Simpsons, most of the iconic families you saw in television sitcoms 
included a father, a mother, and children cavorting under the same roof 
while comedy ensued. The 1960s was the height of the suburban U.S. 
nuclear family on television with shows such as The Donna Reed Show and 
Father Knows Best. While some shows of this era portrayed single parents 
(My Three Sons and Bonanza, for instance), the single status almost always 
resulted from being widowed—not divorced or unwed. 

Although family dynamics in real U.S. homes were changing, the 
expectations for families portrayed on television were not. The United 
States’ first reality show, An American Family (which aired on PBS in 
1973) chronicled Bill and Pat Loud and their children as a “typical” U.S. 


family. During the series, the oldest son, Lance, announced to the family 
that he was gay, and at the series’ conclusion, Bill and Pat decided to 
divorce. Although the Loud’s union was among the 30 percent of 
marriages that ended in divorce in 1973, the family was featured on the 
cover of the March 12 issue of Newsweek with the title “The Broken 
Family” (Ruoff 2002). 

Less traditional family structures in sitcoms gained popularity in the 1980s 
with shows such as Diff’rent Strokes (a widowed man with two adopted 
African American sons) and One Day at a Time (a divorced woman with 
two teenage daughters). Still, traditional families such as those in Family 
Ties and The Cosby Show dominated the ratings. The late 1980s and the 
1990s saw the introduction of the dysfunctional family. Shows such as 
Roseanne, Married with Children, and The Simpsons portrayed traditional 
nuclear families, but in a much less flattering light than those from the 
1960s did (Museum of Broadcast Communications 2011). 

Over the past ten years, the nontraditional family has become somewhat of 
a tradition in television. While most situation comedies focus on single 
men and women without children, those that do portray families often stray 
from the classic structure: they include unmarried and divorced parents, 
adopted children, gay couples, and multigenerational households. Even 
those that do feature traditional family structures may show less-traditional 
characters in supporting roles, such as the brothers in the highly rated 
shows Everybody Loves Raymond and Two and Half Men. Even wildly 
popular children’s programs as Disney’s Hannah Montana and The Suite 
Life of Zack & Cody feature single parents. 

In 2009, ABC premiered an intensely nontraditional family with the 
broadcast of Modern Family. The show follows an extended family that 
includes a divorced and remarried father with one stepchild, and his 
biological adult children—one of who is in a traditional two-parent 
household, and the other who is a gay man in a committed relationship 
raising an adopted daughter. While this dynamic may be more complicated 
than the typical “modern” family, its elements may resonate with many of 
today’s viewers. “The families on the shows aren't as idealistic, but they 
remain relatable,” states television critic Maureen Ryan. “The most 
successful shows, comedies especially, have families that you can look at 
and see parts of your family in them” (Respers France 2010). 


Summary 


Sociologists view marriage and families as societal institutions that help 
create the basic unit of social structure. Both marriage and a family may be 
defined differently—and practiced differently—in cultures across the world. 
Families and marriages, like other institutions, adapt to social change. 


Further Research 


For more information on family development and lines of descent, visit the 
New England Historical Genealogical Society’s web site, American 
Ancestors, and find out how genealogies have been established and 
recorded since 1845. http://openstaxcollege.org/l/American Ancestors 
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Glossary 


ambilineal 
a type of unilateral descent that follows either the father’s or the 
mother’s side exclusively 


bilateral descent 
the tracing of kinship through both parents’ ancestral lines 


bigamy 
the act of entering into marriage while still married to another person 


cohabitation 
the act of a couple sharing a residence while they are not married 


family 
socially recognized groups of individuals who may be joined by blood, 
marriage, or adoption and who form an emotional connection and an 
economic unit of society 


family life course 
a sociological model of family that sees the progression of events as 


fluid rather than as occurring in strict stages 


family life cycle 


a set of predictable steps and patterns families experience over time 


family of orientation 
the family into which one is born 


family of procreation 
a family that is formed through marriage 


kinship 
a person’s traceable ancestry (by blood, marriage, and/or adoption) 


marriage 
a legally recognized contract between two or more people in a sexual 
relationship who have an expectation of permanence about their 
relationship 


matrilineal descent 
a type of unilateral descent that follows the mother’s side only 


matrilocal residence 
a system in which it is customary for a husband to live with the his 
wife’s family 


monogamy 
the act of being married to only one person at a time 


patrilineal descent 
a type of unilateral descent that follows the father’s line only 


patrilocal residence 
a system in which it is customary for the a wife to live with (or near) 
the her husband’s family 


polyandry 


a form of marriage in which one woman is married to more than one 
man at one time 


polygamy 


the state of being committed or married to more than one person at a 
time 


polygyny 
a form of marriage in which one man is married to more than one 
woman at one time 


unilateral descent 
the tracing of kinship through one parent only. 


Variations in Family Life 


¢ Recognize variations in family life 

e Understand the prevalence of single parents, cohabitation, same-sex 
couples, and unmarried individuals 

e Discuss the social impact of changing family structures 


Almost all Americans (99.8%) believe that a family consists of husband, 
wife, and children, but this doesn't necessarily represent their own families. 
According to 2010 census data, indeed, only 66% of children under 17 
years old live in a type of families called a nuclear family structured upon 
both parents, their kid(s), and no one else. This is a decrease from 77% in 
1980 (U.S. Census 2011). Recent years have seen a rise in variations of the 
nuclear family with the parents not being married; 3% of children live with 
cohabiting parents (U.S. Census 2011). 


Nuclear families are a relatively new development in industrialized 
societies, in which most jobs are not attached to the land. In search of new 
jobs if necessary, indeed, factory workers need to be able to move from one 
place to another. The size of families, thus, became smaller compared to 
that in agricultural societies. Before the mode of economy shifted from 
agricultural to industrial, people, mostly farmers, lived in extended 
families, which included aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents, and so on. 
Children didn't distinguish between brothers/sisters and cousins, calling 
their cousins "my brother" or "my sister," and that was completely okay. 


Other than nuclear families and extended families in traditional forms, there 
are several different types of families (or non-families) growing today. In 
this section discussed are: "single-parent families," " 
sex couples," and "staying single." 
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More than one 
quarter of U.S. 
children live ina 


single-parent 
household. (Photo 
courtesy of Ross 

Griff/flickr) 


Single-Parent Families 


Single-parent families are on the rise after the 1960s, straightforward. In 
2017, 27% of children lived with a single parent only, up from 20% in 
1980, and 12% in 1970 (US Census 2017). Most of the single-families 
(85%) are female-headed. 


Stepparents are an additional family element in two-parent homes. Among 
children living in two-parent households, 9% live with a biological or 
adoptive parent and a stepparent. The majority (70%) of those children live 
with their biological mother and a stepfather. Family structure has been 
shown to vary with the age of the child. Older children (15 to 17 years old) 
are less likely to live with two parents than adolescent children (6 to 14 
years old) or young children (0 to 5 years old). Older children who do live 


with two parents are also more likely to live with stepparents (U.S. Census 
2011). 


In some family structures a parent is not present at all. In 2017, nearly three 
million children (4% of all children) didn't have a parent. Of these children, 
54% live with grandparents, 21% live with other relatives, and 24% live 
with nonrelatives. Foster parents account for about a quarter of 
nonrelatives. The practice of grandparents acting as parents, whether alone 
or in combination with the child’s parent, is becoming widespread today 
(De Toledo and Brown 1995). Nine percent of all children live with a 
grandparent, and in nearly half those cases, the grandparent maintains 
primary responsibility for the child (U.S. Census 2011). A grandparent 
functioning as the primary care provider often results from parental drug 
abuse, incarceration, or abandonment. Events like these can render the 
parent incapable of caring for his or her child. 


Cohabitation 


Living together without being married is a growing option for many couples 
in the U.S., after the 1960s. Called cohabitation, it is a living arrangement 
set between two unmarried individuals in a sexual relationship. In 2016, the 
number of such cohabitants in the U.S. was estimated to be 18 million in 
2016, an increase by 29% since 2007 (U.S. Census 2017). 


Cohabitation Trends in the U.S., 1960-2008 
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source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, Series P20- 
537; America’s Families and Living Arrangements: March 2000; and U.S. Bureau 
of the Census, Population Division, Current Population Survey, 2008 Annual 
Social and Economic Supplement (www.census.gov/population/socdemo/hh-fam/ 


cps2008.html). 


In the 1960s, many big events took place in the U.S., such as the Civil 
Rights Movement, the counterculture movement, the feminist movement, 
the hippie movement, and so on. Fed up with the Vietnam War showing no 
end in sight, younger generations began resisting the traditionally 
perpetuated conservative culture, for the first time in the U.S. history. 
Muhammad Ali, then heavy weight champion of the world, refused to be 
inducted into the U.S. Army, saying, “I ain’t got no quarrel with them 
Vietcong. No Vietcong ever called me nigger" (New York Times 2016). 


Until then, premarital sex had been unthinkable, viewed as the violation of 
not a norm, but a taboo. Triggered by such defiant social atmospheres, 
however, younger generations began violating the taboo, actively. This 
trend was called the "sex revolution." Those who joined this revolution 
were, no wonder, encountered by social punishments, such as losing their 
jobs, loosing support money, and being denied housing, as just a few 


examples (Pleck 2012). As the data above show us, nonetheless, the 
revolution was unstoppable. 


Cohabitating couples may choose to live together in an effort to spend more 
time together or to save money on living costs. Many couples view 
cohabitation as a “trial run” for marriage. Today, approximately 28% of 
men and women cohabitated before their first marriage (U.S. Census 2010). 
The majority of cohabitating relationships eventually result in marriage; 
only 15% of men and women who cohabitate do not marry. About a half of 
cohabitants get married within 3 years (U.S. Census 2010). 


While couples may use this time to “work out the kinks” of a relationship 
before they wed, the most recent research has found that cohabitation has 
little effect on the success of a marriage. In fact, those who do not 
cohabitate before marriage have slightly better rates of remaining married 
for more than ten years (Jayson 2010). Cohabitation may contribute to the 
increase in the number of men and women who delay marriage. The median 
age for marriage keeps going up—age 26 for women and age 28 for men 
(U.S. Census 2010). 


Same-Sex Couples 


The number of same-sex couples has grown significantly in the past decade, 
especially after the U.S. Supreme Court supported the constitutional right to 
Same-sex marriage in 2015. In 2010, the number of same-sex couple 
households (whether married or not) was 594,000, compared to 887,456 in 
2016 (U.S. Census 2017). This newly legalized trend can be seen as a sort 
of another sex revolution. 


It is very interesting to see that, of the children in same-sex couple 
households, 73% are biological children (of only one of the parents), 21% 
are adopted only, and 6% are a combination of biological and adopted (U.S. 
Census 2009). This tells us, evidently, that some people change their sexual 
orientation from one to another, i.e., from heterosexual to homosexual, and 
vice versa. 


While there is some concern from socially conservative groups regarding 
the well-being of children who grow up in same-sex households, research 
reports that same-sex parents are as effective as opposite-sex parents. In an 
analysis of 81 parenting studies, sociologists found no quantifiable data to 
support the notion that opposite-sex parenting is any better than same-sex 
parenting. Children of lesbian couples, however, were shown to have 
slightly lower rates of behavioral problems and higher rates of self-esteem 
(Biblarz and Stacey 2010). 


Staying Single 


Gay or straight, a new option for many people in the United States is simply 
to stay single. In 2010, there were 99.6 million unmarried individuals over 
age 18 in the United States, accounting for 44% of the total adult population 
(U.S. Census 2011). In 2010, among people aged between 25 and 29, 62% 
of women and 48% of men said they had never married, up from 11% and 
19%, respectively, in 1970 (U.S. Census 2011). Single, or never-married, 
individuals are found in higher concentrations in large cities or metropolitan 
areas, with New York City being one of the highest. 


Although both single men and single women report social pressure to get 
married, women are still subject to greater scrutiny. Single women are often 
portrayed as unhappy “spinsters” or “old maids” who cannot find a man to 
marry them. Single men, on the other hand, are typically portrayed as 
lifetime bachelors who cannot settle down or simply “have not found the 
right girl.” Single women report feeling insecure and displaced in their 
families when their single status is disparaged (Roberts 2007). 


However, single women older than 35 years old report feeling secure and 
happy with their unmarried status, as many women in this category have 
found success in their education and careers. In general, women feel more 
independent and more prepared to live a large portion of their adult lives 
without a spouse or domestic partner than they did in the 1960s (Roberts 
2007). 


The decision to marry or not to marry can be based a variety of factors 
including religion and cultural expectations. Asian individuals are the most 


likely to marry while African Americans are the least likely to marry 
(Venugopal 2011). Additionally, individuals who place no value on religion 
are more likely to be unmarried than those who place a high value on 
religion. For black women, however, the importance of religion made no 
difference in marital status (Bakalar 2010). In general, being single is not a 
rejection of marriage; rather, it is a lifestyle that does not necessarily 
include marriage. By age 40, according to census figures, 20% of women 
and 14 of men will have never married (U.S. Census Bureau 2011). 


More and more people in 
the United States are 
choosing lifestyles that 
don’t include marriage. 
(Photo courtesy of Glenn 
Harper/flickr) 


Theoretical Perspectives on Marriage and Family 
Sociologists study families on both the macro and micro level to determine 


how families function. Sociologists may use a variety of theoretical 
perspectives to explain events that occur within and outside of the family. 


Functionalism 


When considering the role of family in society, functionalists uphold the 
notion that families are an important social institution and that they play a 
key role in stabilizing society. They also note that family members take on 
status roles in a marriage or family. The family—and its members— 
perform certain functions that facilitate the prosperity and development of 
society. 


Sociologist George Murdock conducted a survey of 250 societies and 
determined that there are four universal residual functions of the family: 
sexual, reproductive, educational, and economic (Lee 1985). According to 
Murdock, the family (which for him includes the state of marriage) 
regulates sexual relations between individuals. He does not deny the 
existence or impact of premarital or extramarital sex, but states that the 
family offers a socially legitimate sexual outlet for adults (Lee 1985). This 
outlet gives way to reproduction, which is a necessary part of ensuring the 
survival of society. 


Once children are produced, the family plays a vital role in training them 
for adult life. As the primary agent of socialization and enculturation, the 
family teaches young children the ways of thinking and behaving that 
follow social and cultural norms, values, beliefs, and attitudes. Parents 
teach their children manners and civility. A well-mannered child reflects a 
well-mannered parent. 


Parents also teach children gender roles. Gender roles are an important part 
of the economic function of a family. In each family, there is a division of 
labor that consists of instrumental and expressive roles. Men tend to assume 
the instrumental roles in the family, which typically involve work outside of 
the family that provides financial support and establishes family status. 
Women tend to assume the expressive roles, which typically involve work 
inside of the family which provides emotional support and physical care for 
children (Crano and Aronoff 1978). According to functionalists, the 
differentiation of the roles on the basis of sex ensures that families are well 
balanced and coordinated. When family members move outside of these 
roles, the family is thrown out of balance and must recalibrate in order to 
function properly. For example, if the father assumes an expressive role 
such as providing daytime care for the children, the mother must take on an 


instrumental role such as gaining paid employment outside of the home in 
order for the family to maintain balance and function. 


Conflict Theory 


Conflict theorists are quick to point out that U.S. families have been defined 
as private entities, the consequence of which has been to leave family 
matters to only those within the family. Many people in the United States 
are resistant to government intervention in the family: parents do not want 
the government to tell them how to raise their children or to become 
involved in domestic issues. Conflict theory highlights the role of power in 
family life and contends that the family is often not a haven but rather an 
arena where power struggles can occur. This exercise of power often entails 
the performance of family status roles. Conflict theorists may study 
conflicts as simple as the enforcement of rules from parent to child, or they 
may examine more serious issues such as domestic violence (spousal and 
child), sexual assault, marital rape, and incest. 


The first study of marital power was performed in 1960. Researchers found 
that the person with the most access to value resources held the most power. 
As money is one of the most valuable resources, men who worked in paid 
labor outside of the home held more power than women who worked inside 
the home (Blood and Wolfe 1960). Conflict theorists find disputes over the 
division of household labor to be a common source of marital discord. 
Household labor offers no wages and, therefore, no power. Studies indicate 
that when men do more housework, women experience more satisfaction in 
their marriages, reducing the incidence of conflict (Coltrane 2000). In 
general, conflict theorists tend to study areas of marriage and life that 
involve inequalities or discrepancies in power and authority, as they are 
reflective of the larger social structure. 


Symbolic Interactionism 


Interactionists view the world in terms of symbols and the meanings 
assigned to them (LaRossa and Reitzes 1993). The family itself is a symbol. 
To some, it is a father, mother, and children; to others, it is any union that 
involves respect and compassion. Interactionists stress that family is not an 
objective, concrete reality. Like other social phenomena, it is a social 
construct that is subject to the ebb and flow of social norms and ever- 
changing meanings. 


Consider the meaning of other elements of family: “parent” was a symbol 
of a biological and emotional connection to a child; with more parent-child 
relationships developing through adoption, remarriage, or change in 
guardianship, the word “parent” today is less likely to be associated with a 
biological connection than with whoever is socially recognized as having 
the responsibility for a child’s upbringing. Similarly, the terms “mother” 
and “father” are no longer rigidly associated with the meanings of caregiver 
and breadwinner. These meanings are more free-flowing through changing 
family roles. 


Interactionists also recognize how the family status roles of each member 
are socially constructed, playing an important part in how people perceive 
and interpret social behavior. Interactionists view the family as a group of 
role players or “actors” that come together to act out their parts in an effort 
to construct a family. These roles are up for interpretation. In the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century, a “good father,” for example, was 
one who worked hard to provided financial security for his children. Today, 
a “good father” is one who takes the time outside of work to promote his 
children’s emotional well-being, social skills, and intellectual growth—in 
some ways, a much more daunting task. 


Summary 


People's concepts of marriage and family in the United States are changing. 
Increases in cohabitation, same-sex partners, and singlehood are altering of 
our ideas of marriage. Similarly, single parents, same-sex parents, 
cohabitating parents, and unwed parents are changing our notion of what it 
means to be a family. While most children still live in opposite-sex, two- 


parent, married households, that is no longer viewed as the only type of 
nuclear family. 


Further Research 


For more statistics on marriage and family, see the Forum on Child and 
Family Statistics at http://openstaxcollege.org/I/child family statistics, as 
well as the American Community Survey, the Current Population Survey, 
and the U.S. Census decennial survey at 

http://openstaxcollege.org/I/US Census. 
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Glossary 


extended family 
a household that includes at least one parent and child as well as other 
relatives like grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins 


nuclear family 
two parents (traditionally a married husband and wife) and children 
living in the same household 


Challenges Families Face 


e Understand the social and interpersonal impact of divorce 
e Describe the social and interpersonal impact of family abuse 


As the structure of family changes over time, so do the challenges families 
face. Events like divorce and remarriage present new difficulties for 
families and individuals. Other long-standing domestic issues such as abuse 
continue to strain the health and stability of today’s families. 


Divorce and Remarriage 


Divorce, while fairly common and accepted in modern U.S. society, was 
once a word that would only be whispered and was accompanied by 
gestures of disapproval. In 1960, before the defiant trend discussed above, 
divorce was generally uncommon, affecting only 9.1 out of every 1,000 
married persons, less than 1%. That number more than doubled (to 20.3 or 
2.03%) by 1975 and peaked in 1980 at 22.6, 2.26% (Popenoe 2007). Over 
the last quarter century, divorce rates have dropped steadily and are now 
similar to those in 1970. The dramatic increase in divorce rates after the 
1960s has been associated with the liberalization of divorce laws, as well as 
the shift in societal makeup due to women increasingly entering the 
workforce (Michael 1978). The decrease in divorce rates can be attributed 
to two probable factors: an increase in the age at which people get married, 
and an increased level of education among those who marry—both of 
which have been found to promote greater marital stability. 


What Reduces the Risk of Divorce? 


Factors That Reduce People’s How Much Does This 


Chances of Divorce Decrease the Risk of Divorce? 
Some college (vs. high school —13% 
dropout) 
Affiliated with a religion (vs. none) -14% 
Parents not divorced —-14% 
Age 25 or over at marriage —24% 
(vs. under 18) 
Having a baby 7 months or —24% 


longer after marriage 
(vs. before marriage) 


Annual income over $25,000 —30% 
(vs. under $25,000) 


Note: These percentages apply to the first ten years of marriage. 
Source: Whitehead and Popenoe 2004; Copen et al. 2012. 


As shown above, several factors (independent variables) can reduce the risk 
of divorce (the dependent variable). 


e First, college degree holders are less likely to divorce than high school 
dropouts, by 13%. Education makes a difference. 

e Second, those who are affiliated to religious organizations are less 
likely to divorce than those who are not, by 14%. Religions discourage 
divorce. 

e Third, those whose parents didn't experience divorce are less likely to 
divorce than those whose parents did, by 14%. Parents influence their 
children. 

e Fourth, those who were 25 years old or older when married are less 
likely to divorce than those who were younger when married, by 24%. 
Maturity also makes a difference. 

e Fifth, those who got a baby as a result of marriage are less likely to 
divorce than those who got a baby before marriage, by 24%. 

e Sixth, those whose annual income is over $25,000 are less likely to 
divorce than those whose income is under that, by 30%. 


Many factors other than above also affect the risk of divorce. The addition 
of children to a marriage, for example, creates added financial and 
emotional stress. Research has established that marriages enter their most 
stressful phase upon the birth of the first child (Popenoe and Whitehead 
2007). This is particularly true for couples who have multiples (twins, 
triplets, and so on). Married couples with twins or triplets are 17% more 


likely to divorce than those with children from single births (McKay 2010). 
Another contributor to the likelihood of divorce is a general decline in 
marital satisfaction over time. As people get older, they may find that their 
values and life goals no longer match up with those of their spouse 
(Popenoe and Whitehead 2004). 


<< 


A study from Radford 
University indicated that 
bartenders are among the 

professions with the 

highest divorce rates 

(38.4%). Other 
traditionally low-wage 
industries (like restaurant 
service, custodial 

employment, and factory 
work) are also associated 
with higher divorce rates. 

(Aamodt and McCoy 
2010). (Photo courtesy of 

Daniel Lobo/flickr) 


The vast majority (91%) of remarriages occur after divorce; only 9% occur 
after death of a spouse (Kreider 2006). Most men and women remarry 


within five years of a divorce, with the median length for men (3 years) 
being shorter than for women (4.4 years). This length of time has been 
fairly consistent since the 1950s. The majority of those who remarry are 
between the ages of 25 and 44 (Kreider 2006). The general pattern of 
remarriage also shows that whites are more likely to remarry than black 
Americans. 


Marriage the second time around (or third or fourth) can be a very different 
process than the first. Remarriage lacks many of the classic courtship rituals 
of a first marriage. In a second marriage, individuals are less likely to deal 
with issues like parental approval, premarital sex, or desired family size 
(Elliot 2010). In a survey of households formed by remarriage, a mere 8% 
included only biological children of the remarried couple. Of the 49% of 
homes that include children, 24% included only the woman’s biological 
children, 3% included only the man’s biological children, and 9% included 
a combination of both spouse’s children (U.S. Census 2006). 


Past statistics have shown that divorce rates for one increase as the number 
of one's own marriages increases. In the U.S., that is, nearly 50% of first 
marriages, 67% of second, and 73% of third marriages end in divorce 
(Presser 2017, p. 53). Isn't it strange that as one experiences more, he/she 
will become more likely to fail than before? 


Children of Divorce and Remarriage 


Divorce and remarriage can been stressful on partners and children alike. 
Divorce is often justified by the notion that children are better off in a 
divorced family than in a family with parents who do not get along. 
However, long-term studies determine that to be generally untrue. Research 
suggests that while marital conflict does not provide an ideal childrearing 
environment, going through a divorce can be damaging. Children are often 
confused and frightened by the threat to their family security. They may feel 
responsible for the divorce and attempt to bring their parents back together, 
often by sacrificing their own well-being (Amato 2000). Only in high- 
conflict homes do children benefit from divorce and the subsequent 
decrease in conflict. The majority of divorces come out of lower-conflict 


homes, and children from those homes are more negatively impacted by the 
stress of the divorce than the stress of unhappiness in the marriage (Amato 
2000). Studies also suggest that stress levels for children are not improved 
when a child acquires a stepfamily through marriage. Although there may 
be increased economic stability, stepfamilies typically have a high level of 
interpersonal conflict (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). 


Children’s ability to deal with a divorce may depend on their age. Research 
has found that divorce may be most difficult for school-aged children, as 
they are old enough to understand the separation but not old enough to 
understand the reasoning behind it. Older teenagers are more likely to 
recognize the conflict that led to the divorce but may still feel fear, 
loneliness, guilt, and pressure to choose sides. Infants and preschool-age 
children may suffer the heaviest impact from the loss of routine that the 
marriage offered (Temke 2006). 


Proximity to parents also makes a difference in a child’s well-being after 
divorce. Boys who live or have joint arrangements with their fathers show 
less aggression than those who are raised by their mothers only. Similarly, 
girls who live or have joint arrangements with their mothers tend to be more 
responsible and mature than those who are raised by their fathers only. 
Nearly three-fourths of the children of parents who are divorced live in a 
household headed by their mother, leaving many boys without a father 
figure residing in the home (U.S. Census Bureau 2011b). Still, researchers 
suggest that a strong parent-child relationship can greatly improve a child’s 
adjustment to divorce (Temke 2006). 


There is empirical evidence that divorce has not discouraged children in 
terms of how they view marriage and family. A blended family has 
additional stress resulting from yours/mine/ours children. The blended 
family also has a ex-parent that has different discipline techniques. In a 
survey conducted by researchers from the University of Michigan, about 
three-quarters of high school seniors said it was “extremely important” to 
have a strong marriage and family life. And over half believed it was “very 
likely” that they would be in a lifelong marriage (Popenoe and Whitehead 
2007). These numbers have continued to climb over the last twenty-five 
years. 


Violence and Abuse 


Violence and abuse are among the most disconcerting of the challenges that 
today’s families face. Abuse can occur between spouses, between parent 
and child, as well as between other family members. The frequency of 
violence among families is a difficult to determine because many cases of 
spousal abuse and child abuse go unreported. In any case, studies have 
shown that abuse (reported or not) has a major impact on families and 
society as a whole. 


Domestic Violence 


Domestic violence is a significant social problem in the United States. It is 
often characterized as violence between household or family members, 
specifically spouses. To include unmarried, cohabitating, and same-sex 
couples, family sociologists have created the term intimate partner 
violence (IPV). Women are the primary victims of intimate partner 
violence. It is estimated that one in four women has experienced some form 
of IPV in her lifetime (compared to one in seven men) (Catalano 2007). 
IPV may include physical violence, such as punching, kicking, or other 
methods of inflicting physical pain; sexual violence, such as rape or other 
forced sexual acts; threats and intimidation that imply either physical or 
sexual abuse; and emotional abuse, such as harming another’s sense of self- 
worth through words or controlling another’s behavior. IPV often starts as 
emotional abuse and then escalates to other forms or combinations of abuse 
(Centers for Disease Control 2012). 


Thirty percent of women 
who are murdered are 
killed by their intimate 
partner. What does this 
Statistic reveal about 
societal patterns and 
norms concerning 
intimate relationships and 
gender roles? (Photo 
courtesy of Kathy 
Kimpel/flickr) 


In 2010, of IPV acts that involved physical actions against women, 57% 
involved physical violence only; 9% involved rape and physical violence; 
14% involved physical violence and stalking; 12% involved rape, physical 
violence, and stalking; and 4% involved rape only (CDC 2011). This is 
vastly different than IPV abuse patterns for men, which show that nearly all 
(92%) physical acts of IVP take the form of physical violence and fewer 
than 1% involve rape alone or in combination (Catalano 2007). IPV affects 
women at greater rates than men because women often take the passive role 
in relationships and may become emotionally dependent on their partners. 
Perpetrators of IPV work to establish and maintain such dependence in 
order to hold power and control over their victims, making them feel stupid, 
crazy, or ugly—in some way worthless. 


IPV affects different segments of the population at different rates. The rate 
of IPV for black women (4.6 per 1,000 persons over the age of twelve) is 


higher than that for white women (3.1). These numbers have been fairly 
stable for both racial groups over the last ten years. However, the numbers 
have steadily increased for Native Americans and Alaskan Natives (up to 
11.1 for females) (Catalano 2007). 


Those who are separated report higher rates of abuse than those with other 
marital statuses, as conflict is typically higher in those relationships. 
Similarly, those who are cohabitating are more likely than those who are 
married to experience IPV (Stets and Straus 1990). Other researchers have 
found that the rate of IPV doubles for women in low-income disadvantaged 
areas when compared to IPV experienced by women who reside in more 
affluent areas (Benson and Fox 2004). Overall, women ages twenty to 
twenty-four are at the greatest risk of nonfatal abuse (Catalano 2007). 


Accurate statistics on IPV are difficult to determine, as it is estimated that 
more than half of nonfatal IPV goes unreported. It is not until victims 
choose to report crimes that patterns of abuse are exposed. Most victims 
studied stated that abuse had occurred for at least two years prior to their 
first report (Carlson, Harris, and Holden 1999). 


Sometimes abuse is reported to police by a third party, but it still may not 
be confirmed by victims. A study of domestic violence incident reports 
found that even when confronted by police about abuse, 29% of victims 
denied that abuse occurred. Surprisingly, 19% of their assailants were likely 
to admit to abuse (Felson, Ackerman, and Gallagher 2005). According to 
the National Criminal Victims Survey, victims cite varied reason why they 
are reluctant to report abuse, as shown in the table below. 


% 
Reason Abuse Is Unreported Females % Males 


Considered a Private Matter 22 39 


% 


Reason Abuse Is Unreported Females % Males 
Fear of Retaliation 12 5 
To Protect the Abuser 14 16 


Belief That Police Won’t Do 
Anything 


This chart shows reasons that victims give for why they fail to report abuse 
to police authorities (Catalano 2007). 


Two-thirds of nonfatal IPV occurs inside of the home and approximately 10 
percent occurs at the home of the victim’s friend or neighbor. The majority 
of abuse takes place between the hours of 6 p.m. and 6 a.m., and nearly half 
(42 percent) involves alcohol or drug use (Catalano 2007). Many 
perpetrators of IVP blame alcohol or drugs for their abuse, though studies 
have shown that alcohol and drugs do not cause IPV, they may only lower 
inhibitions (Hanson 2011). IPV has significant long-term effects on 
individual victims and on society. Studies have shown that IPV damage 
extends beyond the direct physical or emotional wounds. Extended IPV has 
been linked to unemployment among victims, as many have difficulty 
finding or holding employment. Additionally, nearly all women who report 
serious domestic problems exhibit symptoms of major depression 
(Goodwin, Chandler, and Meisel 2003). 


Female victims of IPV are also more likely to abuse alcohol or drugs, suffer 
from eating disorders, and attempt suicide (Silverman et al. 2001). IPV is 
indeed something that impacts more than just intimate partners. In a survey, 
34 percent of respondents said they have witnessed IPV, and 59 percent said 
that they know a victim personally (Roper Starch Worldwide 1995). Many 
people want to help IPV victims but are hesitant to intervene because they 
feel that it is a personal matter or they fear retaliation from the abuser— 
reasons similar to those of victims who do not report IPV. 


Child Abuse 


Children are among the most helpless victims of abuse. In 2010, there were 
more than 3.3 million reports of child abuse involving an estimated 5.9 
million children (Child Help 2011). Three-fifths of child abuse reports are 
made by professionals, including teachers, law enforcement personal, and 
social services staff. The rest are made by anonymous sources, other 
relatives, parents, friends, and neighbors. 


Child abuse may come in several forms, the most common being neglect 
(78.3 percent), followed by physical abuse (10.8 percent), sexual abuse (7.6 
percent), psychological maltreatment (7.6 percent), and medical neglect 
(2.4 percent) (Child Help 2011). Some children suffer from a combination 
of these forms of abuse. The majority (81.2 percent) of perpetrators are 
parents; 6.2 percent are other relatives. 


Infants (children less than one year old) were the most victimized 
population with an incident rate of 20.6 per 1,000 infants. This age group is 
particularly vulnerable to neglect because they are entirely dependent on 
parents for care. Some parents do not purposely neglect their children; 
factors such as cultural values, standard of care in a community, and 
poverty can lead to hazardous level of neglect. If information or assistance 
from public or private services are available and a parent fails to use those 
services, child welfare services may intervene (U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services). 


re Ven, 
Qi 
Abus 


The Casey Anthony trial, 
in which Casey was 


ultimately acquitted of 
murder charges against 
her daughter, Caylee, 
created public outrage 
and brought to light 
issues of child abuse and 
neglect across the United 
States. (Photo courtesy of 
Bruce Tuten/flickr) 


Infants are also often victims of physical abuse, particularly in the form of 
violent shaking. This type of physical abuse is referred to as shaken-baby 
syndrome, which describes a group of medical symptoms such as brain 
swelling and retinal hemorrhage resulting from forcefully shaking or 
causing impact to an infant’s head. A baby’s cry is the number one trigger 
for shaking. Parents may find themselves unable to soothe a baby’s 
concerns and may take their frustration out on the child by shaking him or 
her violently. Other stress factors such as a poor economy, unemployment, 
and general dissatisfaction with parental life may contribute this type of 
abuse. While there is no official central registry of shaken-baby syndrome 
Statistics, it is estimated that each year 1,400 babies die or suffer serious 
injury from being shaken (Barr 2007). 


Note: 

Corporal Punishment 

Physical abuse in children may come in the form of beating, kicking, 
throwing, choking, hitting with objects, burning, or other methods. Injury 
inflicted by such behavior is considered abuse even if the parent or 
caregiver did not intend to harm the child. Other types of physical contact 
that are characterized as discipline (spanking, for example) are not 
considered abuse as long as no injury results (Child Welfare Information 
Gateway 2008). 


This issue is rather controversial among modern-day people in the United 
States. While some parents feel that physical discipline, or spanking, is an 
effective way to respond to bad behavior, others feel that it is a form of 
abuse. According to a series of surveys conducted between 2000 and 2016 
(GSS 2016), as shown earlier, 74% of respondents approved spanking 
(n=24,311). There are many factors (variables) that can affect attitudes 
toward spanking, such as religion, race/ethnicity, gender, and so forth. To 
show the most calculable variable (social class), though, those who 
approved spanking included 70% of middle class people and 77% of lower 
class people. 

Tendency toward physical punishment may be affected by education (a part 
of social class) and culture. Consistently to above, those who do not have a 
college education are more likely to spank their child (Crandall 2011). 
Currently, 23 states officially allow spanking in the school system; 
however, many parents may object and school officials must follow a set of 
clear guidelines when administering this type of punishment (Crandall 
2011). Studies have shown that spanking is not an effective form of 
punishment and may lead to aggression (and/or depression in adult) by the 
victim, particularly in those who are spanked at a young age (Berlin 2009). 


Child abuse occurs at all socioeconomic and education levels and crosses 
ethnic and cultural lines. Just as child abuse is often associated with stresses 
felt by parents, including financial stress, parents who demonstrate 
resilience to these stresses are less likely to abuse (Samuels 2011). Young 
parents are typically less capable of coping with stresses, particularly the 
stress of becoming a new parent. Teenage mothers are more likely to abuse 
their children than their older counterparts. As a parent’s age increases, the 
risk of abuse decreases. Children born to mothers who are fifteen years old 
or younger are twice as likely to be abused or neglected by age five than are 
children born to mothers ages twenty to twenty-one (George and Lee 1997). 


Drug and alcohol use is also a known contributor to child abuse. Children 
raised by substance abusers have a risk of physical abuse three times greater 
than other kids, and neglect is four times as prevalent in these families 
(Child Welfare Information Gateway 2011). Other risk factors include 


social isolation, depression, low parental education, and a history of being 
mistreated as a child. Approximately 30 percent of abused children will 
later abuse their own children (Child Welfare Information Gateway 2006). 


The long-term effects of child abuse impact the physical, mental, and 
emotional wellbeing of a child. Injury, poor health, and mental instability 
occur at a high rate in this group, with 80 percent meeting the criteria of one 
or more psychiatric disorders, such as depression, anxiety, or suicidal 
behavior, by age twenty-one. Abused children may also suffer from 
cognitive and social difficulties. Behavioral consequences will affect most, 
but not all, of child abuse victims. Children of abuse are 25 percent more 
likely, as adolescents, to suffer from difficulties like poor academic 
performance and teen pregnancy, or to engage in behaviors like drug abuse 
and general delinquency. They are also more likely to participate in risky 
sexual acts that increase their chances of contracting a sexually transmitted 
disease (Child Welfare Information Gateway 2006). Other risky behaviors 
include drug and alcohol abuse. As these consequences can affect the health 
care, education, and criminal systems, the problems resulting from child 
abuse do not just belong to the child and family, but to society as a whole. 


Summary 


Today’s families face a variety of challenges, specifically to marital 
stability. While divorce rates have decreased in the last twenty-five years, 
many family members, especially children, still experience the negative 
effects of divorce. Children are also negatively impacted by violence and 
abuse within the home, with nearly 6 million children abused each year. 


Further Research 


To find more information on child abuse, visit the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services web site at 
http://openstaxcollege.org/I/child_welfare to review documents provided by 
the Child Welfare Information Gateway. 
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Glossary 


intimate partner violence (IPV) 
violence that occurs between individuals who maintain a romantic or 
sexual relationship 


shaken-baby syndrome 
a group of medical symptoms such as brain swelling and retinal 
hemorrhage resulting from forcefully shaking or impacting an infant’s 
head 


Introduction to Religion 
class="introduction" 


Religions come in 
many forms, such as 
this large megachurch. 
(Photo courtesy of 
ToBeDaniel/Wikimedi 
a Commons) 


Why do sociologists study religion? For centuries, humankind has sought to 
understand and explain the “meaning of life.” Many philosophers believe 
this contemplation and the desire to understand our place in the universe are 
what differentiate humankind from other species. Religion, in one form or 
another, has been found in all human societies since human societies first 
appeared. Archaeological digs have revealed ritual objects, ceremonial 
burial sites, and other religious artifacts. Social conflict and even wars often 
result from religious disputes. To understand a culture, sociologists must 
study its religion. 


What is religion? Pioneer sociologist Emile Durkheim described it with the 
ethereal statement that it consists of “things that surpass the limits of our 
knowledge” (1915). He went on to elaborate: Religion is “a unified system 
of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say set apart and 
forbidden, beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral 
community, called a church, all those who adhere to them” (1915). Some 
people associate religion with places of worship (a synagogue or church), 
others with a practice (confession or meditation), and still others with a 
concept that guides their daily lives (like dharma or sin). All these people 
can agree that religion is a system of beliefs, values, and practices 
concerning what a person holds sacred or considers to be spiritually 
significant. 


Does religion bring fear, wonder, relief, explanation of the unknown or 
control over freedom and choice? How do our religious perspectives affect 
our behavior? These are questions sociologists ask and are reasons they 
study religion. What are peoples' conceptions of the profane and the sacred? 
How do religious ideas affect the real-world reactions and choices of people 
in a society? 


Religion can also serve as a filter for examining other issues in society and 
other components of a culture. For example, after the terrorist attacks of 
September 11, 2001, it became important for teachers, church leaders, and 
the media to educate Americans about Islam to prevent stereotyping and to 
promote religious tolerance. Sociological tools and methods, such as 
surveys, polls, interviews, and analysis of historical data, can be applied to 
the study of religion in a culture to help us better understand the role 
religion plays in people’s lives and the way it influences society. 
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Glossary 


religion 


a system of beliefs, values, and practices concerning what a person 
holds to be sacred or spiritually significant 


The Sociological Approach to Religion 


e Discuss the historical view of religion from a sociological perspective 
e Understand how the major sociological paradigms view religion 


From the Latin religio (respect for what is sacred) and religare (to bind, in 
the sense of an obligation), the term religion describes various systems of 
belief and practice that define what people consider to be sacred or spiritual 
(Fasching and deChant 2001; Durkheim 1915). Throughout history, and in 
societies across the world, leaders have used religious narratives, symbols, 
and traditions in an attempt to give more meaning to life and understand the 
universe. Some form of religion is found in every known culture, and it is 
usually practiced in a public way by a group. The practice of religion can 
include feasts and festivals, intercession with God or gods, marriage and 
funeral services, music and art, meditation or initiation, sacrifice or service, 
and other aspects of culture. 


While some people think of religion as something individual because 
religious beliefs can be highly personal, religion is also a social institution. 
Social scientists recognize that religion exists as an organized and 
integrated set of beliefs, behaviors, and norms centered on basic social 
needs and values. Moreover, religion is a cultural universal found in all 
social groups. For instance, in every culture, funeral rites are practiced in 
some way, although these customs vary between cultures and within 
religious affiliations. Despite differences, there are common elements in a 
ceremony marking a person’s death, such as announcement of the death, 
care of the deceased, disposition, and ceremony or ritual. These universals, 
and the differences in the way societies and individuals experience religion, 
provide rich material for sociological study. 


In studying religion, sociologists distinguish between what they term the 
experience, beliefs, and rituals of a religion. Religious experience refers to 
the conviction or sensation that we are connected to “the divine.” This type 
of communion might be experienced when people are pray or meditate. 
Religious beliefs are specific ideas members of a particular faith hold to be 
true, such as that Jesus Christ was the son of God, or that reincarnation 
exists. Another illustration of religious beliefs is the creation stories we find 
in different religions. Religious rituals are behaviors or practices that are 


either required or expected of the members of a particular group, such as 
bar mitzvah or confession of sins (Barkan and Greenwood 2003). 


The History of Religion as a Sociological Concept 


During the European industrialization and secularization, many theorists, 
who closely observed the process of modernization, attempted to examine 
the relationship between religion and society. Among others, this section 
introduces Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, Karl Marx, and Sigmund Freud. 


It is very important to see that when social scientists study religion, they are 
not interested in judging if god exists or not, or which religion is the best 
ever. They are interested in, instead, analyzing how and why religion was 
initiated, how religion functions or dysfunctions, what religion means to us, 
and the like. 


Emile Durkheim 

As stated earlier, French sociologist Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) defined 
religion as a “unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred 
things” (1915). To him, sacred meant anything that is related to god, 
religion, religious dignity, religious identity, or spirituality--as opposed to 
profane, secular, or worldly, that is, anything pragmatic, instrumental, 
economic, political, vulgar, or bodily. 


Ceremonial costumes of the Pueblo Indians (Roediger 1991, pp. 159-71) 


Here is an example that shows the severity against the violation of the 
sacred. When invaded by the Spaniards in the late 17th century, the Pueblos 
(Native Americans in New Mexico and Arizona) accepted political 
domination of these invaders. However, when the Spaniards burned the 
Pueblos’ masks, a sacred symbol of their religion, the revolt fiercely broke 
out, and more than 1,000 Spaniards were killed, and all others were driven 
out of the Pueblo country (see Spicer 1969, pp. 41-42). 


Durkheim suggested that “god is nothing more than society apotheosized” 
(1947 [1915], p. 236). By this, he meant that god is the society itself 
worshiped in the form of god. That is, the source of religion is the collective 
mind-set of society. To him, religion is about community: It binds people 
together (social solidarity), maintains values and norms (social control), and 
teaches us why we are here and how we should live (meaning and purpose 
of life). 


Max Weber 
Max Weber (1864—1920) believed religion was a precipitator of social 
change. He examined the effects of religion on economic activities and 


noticed that heavily Protestant societies—such as those in the Netherlands, 
England, Scotland, and Germany—were the most highly developed 
capitalist societies and that their most successful business leaders were 
Protestant. In his writing The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism 
(1905), as mentioned earlier, he suggested that the Protestant work ethic 
influenced the development of capitalism (see Ch. 1). 


Basically, the Christian doctrine admonishes greediness for wealth, as seen 
in the saying: It is easier for a camel to squeeze through the eye of a needle 
than for a rich man to enter God’s Kingdom. Weber noted, however, that 
certain kinds of Protestantism (i.e., Calvinism) supported the pursuit of 
material gain by motivating believers to work hard, be successful, and save 
money. (The modern use of “work ethic” comes directly from Weber’s 
Protestant ethic, although it has now lost its religious connotations.) 


Karl Marx 

Karl Marx (1818-1883) studied the social impact of religion. Unlike Weber, 
however, he critically observed that religion helps maintain inequality and 
perpetuates the status quo--or the unchanging stratified structure. Religion, 
indeed, supported socially structured exploitation of the weaker in the name 
of God, e.g., colonialism, slavery, kingship, and so forth. 


Marx famously argued that “Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, 
the sentiment of a heartless world... It is the opium of the people” (1844). 
By this, he meant that religion works as if it were drug. That is, as long as 
you worship religion (or use drug), you may forget about your suffering in 
the reality. But as long as you forget about the reality, the reality would 
never change. His massage is this. Instead of dreaming of the so-called 
eternal happiness after life, pursue it in this world, together with all other 
people. Say "No" to religion, face the reality, and "Get up, stand up, stand 
up for your rights. Don't give up the fight!" 


Sigmund Freud 

Sigmund Freud studied totemism practiced among the Australian 
aborigines, and reported several important findings in his Totem and Taboo 
(1989 [1919]). According to him, first of all, a totem is a class of material 
objects which a savage regards with superstitious respect, believing that 
there exists between him and every member of the class an intimate and 


special relation. The members of the clan expects protection and care from 
their totem. This is similar to Durkheim's "society apotheosized" (see 
above). 


Second, a totem is, as a rule, an animal, which stands in a peculiar relation 
to the whole clan. But in Freud's analysis, the totem animal is in reality a 
substitute for the father, a symbol that stands for protection. Finally, 
connecting this to the source of religion, he suggested that for neither fear 
nor demons can be accepted in psychology as finalities, gods are the 
product of the psychic powers of man. That is, man created gods, as a 
substitute for the father who is protective of the fear for the death, for 
nature, and for the unknown path to civilization. 


A Summary 

For Durkheim, Weber, Marx, and Freud, religion was a "must" for analysis. 
For Durkheim, religion was a force for cohesion that helped bind the 
members of society to the group. Weber believed the particular religion 
could be understood as the leading energy to capitalism. Marx considered 
religion inseparable from the economy and the worker. Religion could not 
be understood apart from the capitalist society that perpetuated inequality. 
Freud explained religion as the father protective to the fear. Despite their 
different views, these social theorists all believed in the centrality of 
religion to society. 


Theoretical Perspectives on Religion 


Functionalists 
believe religion 
meets many 
important needs for 
people, including 
group cohesion and 
companionship. 
(Photo courtesy of 
James 
Emery/flickr) 


Modern-day sociologists often apply one of three major theoretical 
perspectives. These views offer different lenses through which to study and 
understand society: functionalism, symbolic interactionism, and conflict 
theory. Let’s explore how scholars applying these paradigms understand 
religion. 


Functionalism 


Functionalists contend that religion serves several functions in society. 
Religion, in fact, depends on society for its existence, value, and 


significance, and vice versa. From this perspective, religion serves several 
purposes, like providing answers to spiritual mysteries, offering emotional 
comfort, and creating a place for social interaction and social control. 


In providing answers, religion defines the spiritual world and spiritual 
forces, including divine beings. For example, it helps answer questions like, 
“How was the world created?” “Why do we suffer?” “Is there a plan for our 
lives?” and “Is there an afterlife?” As another function, religion provides 
emotional comfort in times of crisis. Religious rituals bring order, comfort, 
and organization through shared familiar symbols and patterns of behavior. 


One of the most important functions of religion, from a functionalist 
perspective, is the opportunities it creates for social interaction and the 
formation of groups. It provides social support and social networking and 
offers a place to meet others who hold similar values and a place to seek 
help (spiritual and material) in times of need. 


Moreover, it can foster group cohesion and integration. Finally, religion 
promotes social control: It reinforces social norms such as appropriate 
styles of dress, following the law, and regulating sexual behavior. 


On the other hand, though, dysfunctional aspects of religion must be also 
discussed. Because religion can be central to many people’s concept of 
themselves, for example, there emerges an “in-group” against “out-group” 
emotions, quite illogical and possibly dangerous, though. On an extreme 
level, the Inquisition, the Salem witch trials, anti-Semitism, to name but a 
few of dysfunctional aspects. Similarly, many wars in human history 
resulted from religious conflicts. 


Conflict Theory 


Conflict theorists view religion as an institution that helps maintain patterns 
of social inequality. For example, the Vatican has a tremendous amount of 
wealth, while the average income of Catholic parishioners is small. 
According to this perspective, religion has been used to support the “divine 


right” of oppressive monarchs and to justify unequal social structures, like 
India’s caste system. 


Conflict theorists are critical of the way many religions promote the idea 
that believers should be satisfied with existing circumstances because they 
are divinely ordained. This power dynamic has been used by Christian 
institutions for centuries to keep poor people poor and to teach them that 
they shouldn’t be concerned with what they lack because their “true” 
reward (from a religious perspective) will come after death. Conflict 
theorists also point out that those in power in a religion are often able to 
dictate practices, rituals, and beliefs through their interpretation of religious 
texts or via proclaimed direct communication from the divine. 


Many religions, including 
the Catholic faith, have 
long prohibited women 
from becoming spiritual 

leaders. Feminist theorists 

focus on gender 
inequality and promote 
leadership roles for 
women in religion. (Photo 
courtesy of Wikimedia 
Commons) 


The feminist perspective is a conflict theory view that focuses specifically 
on gender inequality. In terms of religion, feminist theorists assert that, 
although women are typically the ones to socialize children into a religion, 
they have traditionally held very few positions of power within religions. A 
few religions and religious denominations are more gender equal, but male 
dominance remains the norm of most. 


Note: 

Rational Choice Theory: Can Economic Theory Be Applied to Religion? 
How do people decide which religion to follow, if any? How does one pick 
a church or decide which denomination “fits” best? Rational choice theory 
(RCT) is one way social scientists have attempted to explain these 
behaviors. The theory proposes that people are self-interested, though not 
necessarily selfish, and that people make rational choices—choices that 
can reasonably be expected to maximize positive outcomes while 
minimizing negative outcomes. Sociologists Roger Finke and Rodney 
Stark (1988) first considered the use of RCT to explain some aspects of 
religious behavior, with the assumption that there is a basic human need for 
religion in terms of providing belief in a supernatural being, a sense of 
meaning in life, and belief in life after death. Religious explanations of 
these concepts are presumed to be more satisfactory than scientific 
explanations, which may help to account for the continuation of strong 
religious connectedness in countries such as the United States, despite 
predictions of some competing theories for a great decline in religious 
affiliation due to modernization and religious pluralism. 

Another assumption of RCT is that religious organizations can be viewed 
in terms of “costs” and “rewards.” Costs are not only monetary 
requirements, but are also the time, effort, and commitment demands of 
any particular religious organization. Rewards are the intangible benefits in 
terms of belief and satisfactory explanations about life, death, and the 
supernatural, as well as social rewards from membership. RCT proposes 
that, in a pluralistic society with many religious options, religious 
organizations will compete for members, and people will choose between 
different churches or denominations in much the same way they select 
other consumer goods, balancing costs and rewards in a rational manner. In 


this framework, RCT also explains the development and decline of 
churches, denominations, sects, and even cults; this limited part of the very 
complex RCT theory is the only aspect well supported by research data. 
Critics of RCT argue that it doesn’t fit well with human spiritual needs, and 
many sociologists disagree that the costs and rewards of religion can even 
be meaningfully measured or that individuals use a rational balancing 
process regarding religious affiliation. The theory doesn’t address many 
aspects of religion that individuals may consider essential (such as faith) 
and further fails to account for agnostics and atheists who don’t seem to 
have a similar need for religious explanations. Critics also believe this 
theory overuses economic terminology and structure and point out that 
terms such as “rational” and “reward” are unacceptably defined by their 
use; they would argue that the theory is based on faulty logic and lacks 
external, empirical support. A scientific explanation for why something 
occurs can’t reasonably be supported by the fact that it does occur. RCT is 
widely used in economics and to a lesser extent in criminal justice, but the 
application of RCT in explaining the religious beliefs and behaviors of 
people and societies is still being debated in sociology today. 


Symbolic Interactionism 


Rising from the concept that our world is socially constructed, symbolic 
interactionism studies the symbols and interactions of everyday life. To 
interactionists, beliefs and experiences are not sacred unless individuals in a 
society regard them as sacred. The Star of David in Judaism, the cross in 
Christianity, and the crescent and star in Islam are examples of sacred 
symbols. Interactionists are interested in what these symbols communicate. 
Because interactionists study one-on-one, everyday interactions between 
individuals, a scholar using this approach might ask questions focused on 
this dynamic. The interaction between religious leaders and practitioners, 
the role of religion in the ordinary components of everyday life, and the 
ways people express religious values in social interactions—all might be 
topics of study to an interactionist. 


Summary 


Religion describes the beliefs, values, and practices related to sacred or 
spiritual concerns. Social theorist Emile Durkheim defined religion as a 
“unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things” (1915). 
Max Weber believed religion could be a force for social change. Karl Marx 
viewed religion as a tool used by capitalist societies to perpetuate 
inequality. Religion is a social institution, because it includes beliefs and 
practices that serve the needs of society. Religion is also an example of a 
cultural universal, because it is found in all societies in one form or another. 
Functionalism, conflict theory, and interactionism all provide valuable ways 
for sociologists to understand religion. 


Further Research 


For more discussion on the study of sociology and religion, check out the 
following blog: http://openstaxcollege.org/l/immanent_frame/. The 
Immanent Frame is a forum for the exchange of ideas about religion, 
secularism, and society by leading thinkers in the social sciences and 
humanities. 


Read more about functionalist views on religion at 
http://openstaxcollege.org/l/Grinnell functionalism, symbolic interactionist 
view on religion at http://openstaxcollege.org/I/flat_Earth, and women in 
the clergy at http://openstaxcollege.org/I/women_ clergy. 


Some would argue that the Protestant work ethic is still alive and well in the 
United States. Read British historian Niall Ferguson’s view at 
http://openstaxcollege.org/I/Protestant_ work ethic. 
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Glossary 


religious experience 
the conviction or sensation that one is connected to “the divine” 


religious beliefs 
specific ideas that members of a particular faith hold to be true 


religious rituals 
behaviors or practices that are either required for or expected of the 
members of a particular group 


World Religions 


e Explain the differences between various types of religious 


organizations 
¢ Understand classifications of religion, like animism, polytheism, 


monotheism, and atheism 
e Describe several major world religions 


The symbols of 
fourteen religions are 
depicted here. In no 
particular order, they 
represent Judaism, 
Wicca, Taoism, 
Christianity, 
Confucianism, Baha’i, 
Druidism, Islam, 
Hinduism, 
Zoroastrianism, Shinto, 
Jainism, Sikhism, and 
Buddhism. Can you 
match the symbol to the 
religion? What might a 
symbolic interactionist 
make of these symbols? 
(Photo courtesy of 


Religious Tolerance.org 


) 


The major religions of the world (Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, 
Confucianism, Christianity, Taoism, and Judaism) differ in many respects, 
including how each religion is organized and the belief system each 
upholds. Other differences include the nature of belief in a higher power, 
the history of how the world and the religion began, and the use of sacred 
texts and objects. 


Types of Religious Organizations 


Religions organize themselves—their institutions, practitioners, and 
structures—in a variety of fashions. For instance, when the Roman Catholic 
Church emerged, it borrowed many of its organizational principles from the 
ancient Roman military and turned senators into cardinals, for example. 
Sociologists use different terms, like ecclesia, denomination, and sect, to 
define these types of organizations. Scholars are also aware that these 
definitions are not static. Most religions transition through different 
organizational phases. For example, Christianity began as a cult, 
transformed into a sect, and today exists as an ecclesia. 


Cults, like sects, are new religious groups. In the United States today this 
term often carries pejorative connotations. However, almost all religions 
began as cults and gradually progressed to levels of greater size and 
organization. The term cult is sometimes used interchangeably with the 
term new religious movement (NRM). In its pejorative use, these groups are 
often disparaged as being secretive, highly controlling of members’ lives, 
and dominated by a single, charismatic leader. 


Controversy exists over whether some groups are cults, perhaps due in part 
to media sensationalism over groups like polygamous Mormons or the 
Peoples Temple followers who died at Jonestown, Guyana. Some groups 
that are controversially labeled as cults today include the Church of 
Scientology and the Hare Krishna movement. 


A sect is a small and relatively new group. Most of the well-known 
Christian denominations in the United States today began as sects. For 
example, the Methodists and Baptists protested against their parent 
Anglican Church in England, just as Henry VIII protested against the 
Catholic Church by forming the Anglican Church. From “protest” comes 
the term Protestant. 


Occasionally, a sect is a breakaway group that may be in tension with larger 
society. They sometimes claim to be returning to “the fundamentals” or to 
contest the veracity of a particular doctrine. When membership in a sect 
increases over time, it may grow into a denomination. Often a sect begins as 
an offshoot of a denomination, when a group of members believes they 
should separate from the larger group. 


Some sects do not grow into denominations. Sociologists call these 
established sects. Established sects, such as the Amish or Jehovah’s 
Witnesses fall halfway between sect and denomination on the ecclesia—cult 
continuum because they have a mixture of sect-like and denomination-like 
characteristics. 


A denomination is a large, mainstream religious organization, but it does 
not claim to be official or state sponsored. It is one religion among many. 
For example, Baptist, African Methodist Episcopal, Catholic, and Seventh- 
day Adventist are all Christian denominations. 


The term ecclesia, originally referring to a political assembly of citizens in 
ancient Athens, Greece, now refers to a congregation. In sociology, the term 
is used to refer to a religious group that most all members of a society 
belong to. It is considered a nationally recognized, or official, religion that 
holds a religious monopoly and is closely allied with state and secular 
powers. The United States does not have an ecclesia by this standard; in 
fact, this is the type of religious organization that many of the first colonists 
came to America to escape. 


One way to remember these religious organizational terms is to think of 
cults, sects, denominations, and ecclesia representing a continuum, with 
increasing influence on society, where cults are least influential and ecclesia 
are most influential. 


Totem pole: The connection 
between human and nature--and 
between the past (ancestors), 
the present (ourselves), and the 
future (descendants) (Photo 
courtesy of tes.com). 


Types of Religions 


Scholars from a variety of disciplines have strived to classify religions. One 
widely accepted categorization that helps people understand different belief 
systems considers what or who people worship (if anything). Using this 
method of classification, religions might fall into one of these basic 
categories. 


Classification What/Who Is Divine Example 


Nonhuman beings 
Indigenous nature 


Animism (animals, plants, natural . 
worship 
world) 
‘ Human-nature connection; Ojibwa (Native 
Totemism : ; : 
ancestor worship American) beliefs 
The ancient 
Polytheism ie eone an Greeks and 
goddesses 
Romans 
Judaism, 
Monotheism Single god Christianity, 
Islam 


Classification of religions by what or who they hold to be divine. 


Religions vary in several ways, such as the number god(s) worshiped, the 
basic attitude toward the reality including humans, nature, the universe, and 
so forth. 


e Animism, the most primitive, archetypical religious form, believes 
that everything has its own god, such as the god of the sky, of the 
ocean, of the mountain, and even, of the toilet (not a joke). 

e Totemism, practiced among Native Americans and Aboriginal 
Australians, worships a divine connection between humans and other 
natural beings, as well as between the past (ancestors), the present 
(ourselves), and the future (descendants). 

¢ Polytheism, seen in ancient Greece and Rome, worships multiple gods 
and goddesses. 

¢ Monotheism, including Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, worships one 
single god. The followers of these religions believe that monotheism is 
the most evolved religious style. (Ethnocentric? Maybe.) 


People who believe in God are called theists. There are some, if not many, 
who do not believe in God, called atheists. The word "atheist" has two 
parts, "a" that means non and "theist," the believer of god. It means a person 
believing in no god. 


There are two types among atheists. Some of them insist that they are sure 
there's no God, while others are unsure about it. Theists (those who believe 
in God) can be also grouped into these two types, i.e., being sure about their 
belief and being unsure about it. The former (being sure) are called gnostics 
(or "knowable") and the latter (being unsure), agnostics ("unknowable"). 


Theist Atheist 
, God exists, and nothing There is no God, and 
Gnostic : ; Rock : 
is surer than this. nothing is surer than this. 
I think God exists, I don’t think God exists, 
Agnostic although we cannot be although we cannot be 
sure about this. sure about this. 


A Typology of Religious Beliefs by Theism/Atheism and 
Gnosticism/A gnosticism (based on Smith [1979]) 


The combination of the two variables, "theist/atheist" and 
"snostic/agnostic," yields 4 types of religious attitudes, as shown above. A 
well-known atheist and gnostic is John Lennon of the Beatles, who sang a 
song titled "Imagine" that goes like: 


e Imagine there's no heaven 
e It's easy if you try 

¢ No hell below us 

e Above us only sky 

e Imagine all the people 


e Living for today... 


Are you familiar with this song? If not, you should listen to it on YouTube 
or something. It's worthy. Its main message is world peace. 


A well-known theist and agnostic is a genius physicist, Albert Einstein. He 
suggested, "I cannot prove to you there is no personal God, but if I were to 
speak of him, I would be a liar" (Miller 1955). By "personal God," Einstein 
meant the God who rewards us for our good behaviors and punishes us for 
our bad behaviors. He implied many times, though, that it is the God that 
created the universe. But the God didn't place humans at the center of the 
universe; we humans are merely a tiny piece of God's creation, simply 
following God's rules just like all other pieces. 


Secularization 


Historical social scientists Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, Karl Marx, and 
Sigmund Freud all predicted that the modernization of society would bring 
about the decline of religious influences combined with the increase of 
scientific influences, a modern social phenomenon called secularization. 
The tendency is this. The more modern the society (or a person) is, the 
more secular it (he/she) tends to be. When people get seriously ill, for 
example, most of them in our society today want to get help from a medical 
doctor rather than a shaman or a clergyman. (If qualified medical care is 
affordable to most of us is quite another story, which will be discussed in 
Ch. 20, Health and Medicine.) 


Secularization is not a phenomenon uniformly happening to all. Some are 
faster while others tend to lag behind. Among those who lag behind, some 
are even proud of it. One-time presidential contender Michele Bachmann, 
for example, even connected Hurricane Irene and the 2011 earthquake felt 
along much of the East Coast to politicians’ failure to listen to God (Ward 
ZO1T), 


While some scholars see the United States becoming increasingly secular, 
others observe a rise in fundamentalism. Compared to other democratic, 


industrialized countries, the U.S. is generally perceived to be a fairly 
religious nation. In the U.S., 65% of adults in a 2009 Gallup survey said 
religion was an important part of their daily lives, compared to Spain 
(49%), Canada (42%), France (30%), the United Kingdom (27%), and 
Sweden (17%) (Crabtree and Pelham 2009). Again, the more modern the 
society (a person) is, the more secular it (he/she) tends to be. 


The World’s Religions 


The World's Religions, 2007 


Courtesy of TheGreenEditor (statistics from CIA World Factbook). 


Religions have emerged and developed across the world. Some have been 
short-lived, while others have persisted and grown. In this section, we will 
explore seven of the world’s major religions. 


Hinduism 


The oldest religion in the world, Hinduism originated in the Indus River 
Valley about 4,500 years ago in what is now modern-day northwest India 
and Pakistan. It arose contemporaneously with ancient Egyptian and 
Mesopotamian cultures. With roughly one billion followers, Hinduism is 
the third-largest of the world’s religions. Hindus believe in a divine power 


that can manifest as different entities. Three main incarnations—Brahma, 
Vishnu, and Shiva—are sometimes compared to the manifestations of the 
divine in the Christian Trinity. 


Multiple sacred texts, collectively called the Vedas, contain hymns and 
rituals from ancient India and are mostly written in Sanskrit. Hindus 
generally believe in a set of principles called dharma, which refer to one’s 
duty in the world that corresponds with “right” actions. Hindus also believe 
in karma, or the notion that spiritual ramifications of one’s actions are 
balanced cyclically in this life or a future life (reincarnation). 


Hindu women sometimes 
apply decorations of 
henna dye to their hands 
for special occasions such 
as weddings and religious 
festivals. (Photo courtesy 
of Akash Mazumdar) 


Buddhism 
promotes peace and 
tolerance. The 14th 
Dalai Lama (Tenzin 

Gyatso) is one of 
the most revered 
and influential 
Tibetan Buddhist 
leaders. (Photo 
courtesy of Nancy 
Pelosi/flickr) 


Buddhism 


Buddhism was founded by Siddhartha Gautama around 500 B.C.E. 
Siddhartha was said to have given up a comfortable, upper-class life to 
follow one of poverty and spiritual devotion. At the age of thirty-five, he 
famously meditated under a sacred fig tree and vowed not to rise before he 
achieved enlightenment (bodhi). After this experience, he became known as 
Buddha, or “enlightened one.” Followers were drawn to Buddha’s teachings 
and the practice of meditation, and he later established a monastic order. 


Meditation is an 


important practice 
in Buddhism. A 
Tibetan monk is 
shown here 
engaged in solitary 
meditation. (Photo 
courtesy of Prince 
Roy/flickr) 


Buddha’s teachings encourage Buddhists to lead a moral life by accepting 
the four Noble Truths: 1) life is suffering, 2) suffering arises from 
attachment to desires, 3) suffering ceases when attachment to desires 
ceases, and 4) freedom from suffering is possible by following the “middle 
way.” The concept of the “middle way” is central to Buddhist thinking, 
which encourages people to live in the present and to practice acceptance of 
others (Smith 1991). Buddhism also tends to deemphasize the role of a 
godhead, instead stressing the importance of personal responsibility (Craig 
2002). 


Confucianism 


Confucianism was the official religion of China from 200 B.C.E. until it 
was Officially abolished when communist leadership discouraged religious 
practice in 1949. The religion was developed by Kung Fu-Tzu (Confucius), 
who lived in the sixth and fifth centuries B.C.E. An extraordinary teacher, 
his lessons—which were about self-discipline, respect for authority and 
tradition, and jen (the kind treatment of every person)—were collected in a 
book called the Analects. 


Some religious scholars consider Confucianism more of a social system 
than a religion because it focuses on sharing wisdom about moral practices 
but doesn’t involve any type of specific worship; nor does it have formal 
objects. In fact, its teachings were developed in context of problems of 
social anarchy and a near-complete deterioration of social cohesion. 
Dissatisfied with the social solutions put forth, Kung Fu-Tzu developed his 
own model of religious morality to help guide society (Smith 1991). 


Taoism 


In Taoism, the purpose of life is inner peace and harmony. Tao is usually 
translated as “way” or “path.” The founder of the religion is generally 
recognized to be a man named Laozi, who lived sometime in the sixth 
century B.C.E. in China. Taoist beliefs emphasize the virtues of compassion 
and moderation. 


The central concept of tao can be understood to describe a spiritual reality, 
the order of the universe, or the way of modern life in harmony with the 
former two. The ying-yang symbol and the concept of polar forces are 
central Taoist ideas (Smith 1991). Some scholars have compared this 
Chinese tradition to its Confucian counterpart by saying that “whereas 
Confucianism is concerned with day-to-day rules of conduct, Taoism is 
concerned with a more spiritual level of being” (Feng and English 1972). 


Judaism 


After their Exodus from Egypt in the thirteenth century B.C.E., Jews, a 
nomadic society, became monotheistic, worshipping only one God. The 
Jews’ covenant, or promise of a special relationship with Yahweh (God), is 
an important element of Judaism, and their sacred text is the Torah, which 
Christians also follow as the first five books of the Bible. Talmud refers to a 
collection of sacred Jewish oral interpretation of the Torah. Jews emphasize 
moral behavior and action in this world as opposed to beliefs or personal 
salvation in the next world. 


The Islamic 
house of 
worship is 
called a 


mosque. 
(Photo 
courtesy of 
David 
Stanley/flickr 


) 


Islam 


Islam is monotheistic religion and it follows the teaching of the prophet 
Muhammad, born in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, in 570 C.E. Muhammad is seen 
only as a prophet, not as a divine being, and he is believed to be the 
messenger of Allah (God), who is divine. The followers of Islam, whose 
U.S. population is projected to double in the next twenty years (Pew 
Research Forum 2011), are called Muslims. 


Islam means “peace” and “submission.” The sacred text for Muslims is the 
Qur’an (or Koran). As with Christianity’s Old Testament, many of the 
Qur’an stories are shared with the Jewish faith. Divisions exist within 
Islam, but all Muslims are guided by five beliefs or practices, often called 
“pillars”: 1) Allah is the only god, and Muhammad is his prophet, 2) daily 
prayer, 3) helping those in poverty, 4) fasting as a spiritual practice, and 5) 
pilgrimage to the holy center of Mecca. 


cornerstones of Muslim 


practice is journeying to 

the religion’s most sacred 
place, Mecca. (Photo 

courtesy of Raeky/flickr) 


Christianity 


Today the largest religion in the world, Christianity began 2,000 years ago 
in Palestine, with Jesus of Nazareth, a charismatic leader who taught his 
followers about caritas (charity) or treating others as you would like to be 
treated yourself. 


The sacred text for Christians is the Bible. While Jews, Christians, and 
Muslims share many of same historical religious stories, their beliefs verge. 
In their shared sacred stories, it is suggested that the son of God—a messiah 
—will return to save God’s followers. While Christians believe that he 
already appeared in the person of Jesus Christ, Jews and Muslims disagree. 
While they recognize Christ as an important historical figure, their 
traditions don’t believe he’s the son of God, and their faiths see the 
prophecy of the messiah’s arrival as not yet fulfilled. 


Different Christian groups have variations among their sacred texts. For 
instance, Mormons, an established Christian sect, also use the Book of 
Mormon, which they believe details other parts of Christian doctrine and 
Jesus’ life that aren’t included in the Bible. Similarly, the Catholic Bible 
includes the Apocrypha, a collection that, while part of the 1611 King 
James translation, is no longer included in Protestant versions of the Bible. 
Although monotheistic, Christians often describe their god through three 
manifestations that they call the Holy Trinity: the father (God), the son 
(Jesus), and the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is a term Christians often use 
to describe religious experience, or how they feel the presence of the sacred 
in their lives. One foundation of Christian doctrine is the Ten 
Commandments, which decry acts considered sinful, including theft, 
murder, and adultery. 


Summary 


Sociological terms for different kinds of religious organizations are, in 
order of decreasing influence in society, ecclesia, denomination, sect, and 
cult. Religions can be categorized according to what or whom its followers 
worship. Some of the major, and oldest, of the world’s religions include 
Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism, Judaism, Islam, and 
Christianity. 


Further Research 


PBS’s Frontline explores “the life of Jesus and the rise of Christianity” in 
this in-depth documentary. View the piece in its entirety here: 
http://openstaxcollege.org/I/PBS_ Frontline. 


For more insight on Confucianism, read the Analects by Confucius, at 
http://openstaxcollege.org/l/Confucius Analects. For a primer on Judaism, 
read Judaism 101 at http://openstaxcollege.org/l/Jew FAQ. 


Sorting through the different Christian denominations can be a daunting 
task. To help clarify these groups, go to 
http://openstaxcollege.org/I/Christian denominations. 
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Glossary 


animism 


the religion that believes in the divinity of nonhuman beings, like 
animals, plants, and objects of the natural world 


atheism 
the belief in no deities 


cults 
religious groups that are small, secretive, and highly controlling of 
members and have a charismatic leader 


denomination 
a large, mainstream religion that is not sponsored by the state 


ecclesia 
a religion that is considered the state religion 


established sects 
sects that last but do not become denominations 


monotheism 
a religion based on belief in a single deity 


polytheism 
a religion based on belief in multiple deities 


sect 
a small, new offshoot of a denomination 


totemism 
the belief in a divine connection between humans and other natural 
beings 


Religion in the United States 


e Give examples of religion as an agent of social change 
e Describe current U.S. trends including megachurches and 
secularization 


In examining the state of religion in the United States today, we see the 
complexity of religious life in our society, plus emerging trends like the rise 
of the megachurch, secularization, and the role of religion in social change. 


Religion and Social Change 


Religion has historically been an impetus to social change. The translation 
of sacred texts into everyday, nonscholarly language empowered people to 
shape their religions. Disagreements between religious groups and instances 
of religious persecution have led to wars and genocides. The United States 
is no stranger to religion as an agent of social change. In fact, the United 
States' first European arrivals were acting largely on religious convictions 
when they were compelled to settle in the United States. 


Liberation Theology 


Liberation theology began as a movement within the Roman Catholic 
Church in the 1950s and 1960s in Latin America, and it combines Christian 
principles with political activism. It uses the church to promote social 
change via the political arena, and it is most often seen in attempts to reduce 
or eliminate social injustice, discrimination, and poverty. A list of 
proponents of this kind of social justice (although some pre-date liberation 
theory) could include Francis of Assisi, Leo Tolstoy, Martin Luther King 
Jr., and Desmond Tutu. 


Although begun as a moral reaction against the poverty caused by social 
injustice in that part of the world, today liberation theology is an 
international movement that encompasses many churches and 
denominations. Liberation theologians discuss theology from the point of 
view of the poor and the oppressed, and some interpret the scriptures as a 
call to action against poverty and injustice. In Europe and North America, 


feminist theology has emerged from liberation theology as a movement to 
bring social justice to women. 


Note: 

Religious Leaders and the Rainbow of Gay Pride 

What happens when a religious leader officiates a gay marriage against 
denomination policies? What about when that same minister defends the 
action in part by coming out and making her own lesbian relationship 
known to the church? 

In the case of the Reverend Amy DeLong, it meant a church trial. Some 
leaders in her denomination assert that homosexuality is incompatible with 
their faith, while others feel this type of discrimination has no place in a 
modern church (Barrick 2011). 

As the LGBT community increasingly advocates for, and earns, basic civil 
rights, how will religious communities respond? Many religious groups 
have traditionally discounted LGBT sexualities as “wrong.” However, 
these organizations have moved closer to respecting human rights by, for 
example, increasingly recognizing females as an equal gender. The Roman 
Catholic Church drew controversial attention to this issue in 2010 when the 
Vatican secretary of state suggested homosexuality was in part to blame for 
pedophilic sexual abuse scandals that have plagued the church (Beck 
2010). Because numerous studies have shown there to be no relationship 
between homosexuality and pedophilia, nor a higher incidence of 
pedophilia among homosexuals than among heterosexuals (Beck 2010), 
the Vatican’s comments seem suspect. More recently Pope Francis has 
been pushing for a more open church, and some Catholic bishops have 
been advocating for a more "gay-friendly" church (McKenna, 2014). This 
has not come to pass, but some scholars believe these changes are a matter 
of time. 

No matter the situation, most religions have a tenuous (at best) relationship 
with practitioners and leaders in the gay community. As one of the earliest 
Christian denominations to break barriers by ordaining women to serve as 
pastors, will Amy DeLong’s United Methodist denomination also be a 
leader in LBGT rights within Christian churchgoing society? 


Megachurches 


A megachurch is a Christian church that has a very large congregation 
averaging more than 2,000 people who attend regular weekly services. As 
of 2009, the largest megachurch in the United States was in Houston Texas, 
boasting an average weekly attendance of more than 43,000 (Bogan 2009). 
Megachurches exist in other parts of the world, especially in South Korea, 
Brazil, and several African countries, but the rise of the megachurch in the 
United States is a fairly recent phenomenon that has developed primarily in 
California, Florida, Georgia, and Texas. 


Since 1970 the number of megachurches in this country has grown from 
about fifty to more than 1,000, most of which are attached to the Southern 
Baptist denomination (Bogan 2009). Approximately six million people are 
members of these churches (Bird and Thumma 2011). The architecture of 
these church buildings often resembles a sport or concert arena. The church 
may include jumbotrons (large-screen televisual technology usually used in 
sports arenas to show close-up shots of an event). Worship services feature 
contemporary music with drums and electric guitars and use state-of-the-art 
sound equipment. The buildings sometimes include food courts, sports and 
recreation facilities, and bookstores. Services such as child care and mental 
health counseling are often offered. 


Typically, a single, highly charismatic pastor leads the megachurch; at 
present, most are male. Some megachurches and their preachers have a 
huge television presence, and viewers all around the country watch and 
respond to their shows and fundraising. 


Besides size, U.S. megachurches share other traits, including conservative 
theology, evangelism, use of technology and social networking (Facebook, 
Twitter, podcasts, blogs), hugely charismatic leaders, few financial 
struggles, multiple sites, and predominantly white membership. They list 
their main focuses as youth activities, community service, and study of the 
Scripture (Hartford Institute for Religion Research b). 


Critics of megachurches believe they are too large to promote close 
relationships among fellow church members or the pastor, as could occur in 
smaller houses of worship. Supporters note that, in addition to the large 


worship services, congregations generally meet in small groups, and some 
megachurches have informal events throughout the week to allow for 
community-building (Hartford Institute for Religion Research a). 


Summary 


Liberation theology combines Christian principles with political activism to 
address social injustice, discrimination, and poverty. Megachurches are 
those with a membership of more than 2,000 regular attendees, and they are 
a vibrant, growing and highly influential segment of U.S. religious life. 
Some sociologists believe levels of religiosity in the United States are 
declining (called secularization), while others observe a rise in 
fundamentalism. 


Further Research 


What is a megachurch and how are they changing the face of religion? Read 
“Exploring the Megachurch Phenomena: Their Characteristics and Cultural 
Context” at http://openstaxcollege.org/I/megachurch. 


Curious about the LGBT religious movement? Visit the Gay and Lesbian 
Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD) and Human Rights Campaign 
(HRC) web sites for current news about the growing inclusion of LGBT 
citizens into their respective religious communities, both in the pews and 
from the pulpit: http://openstaxcollege.org/I/GLAAD and 
http://openstaxcollege.org/I/human rights campaign. 


How do Christians feel about gay marriage? How many Mormons are there 
in the United States? Check out http://openstaxcollege.org/l/Pew_ Forum, 
the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, a research institute examining 
U.S. religious trends. 
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Glossary 


liberation theology 
the use of a church to promote social change via the political arena 


megachurch 
a Christian church that has a very large congregation averaging more 
than 2,000 people who attend regular weekly services 


Introduction to Education 
class="introduction" 


"What the educator does in teaching is to make it possible for the students 
to become themselves" (Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed). David 
Simon, in his book Social Problems and the Sociological Imagination: A 
Paradigm for Analysis (1995), points to the notion that social problems are, 
in essence, contradictions—that is, statements, ideas, or features of a 
situation that are opposed to one another. Consider then, that one of the 
greatest expectations in U.S. society is that to attain any form of success in 
life, a person needs an education. In fact, a college degree is rapidly 
becoming an expectation at nearly all levels of middle-class success, not 
merely an enhancement to our occupational choices. And, as you might 
expect, the number of people graduating from college in the United States 
continues to rise dramatically. 


The contradiction, however, lies in the fact that the more necessary a 
college degree has become, the harder it has become to achieve it. The cost 
of getting a college degree has risen sharply since the mid-1980s, while 
government support in the form of Pell Grants has barely increased. The net 
result is that those who do graduate from college are likely to begin a career 
in debt. As of 2013, the average of amount of a typical student's loans 
amounted to around $29,000. Added to that is that employment 
opportunities have not met expectations. The Washington Post (Brad 
Plumer May 20, 2013) notes that in 2010, only 27 percent of college 
graduates had a job related to their major. The business publication 
Bloomberg News states that among twenty-two-year-old degree holders 
who found jobs in the past three years, more than half were in roles not 
even requiring a college diploma (Janet Lorin and Jeanna Smialek, June 5, 
2014). 


Federal Pell Grants: Maximum 
Awards & Total College Costs* 


Dollars 


1976 1979 1982 1985 1988 1991 1994 1997 2000 2003 2006 2008 


Year 


® Federal Pell Grant ‘Total College 
Maximum Award Costs* 


* Includes tuition, fees, room, and board at a public, 
four-year university or college. Selected fiscal years, 1976-2008. 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Congressional Research Service, and The College Board. 


As can be seen by the trend in the graph, while the Federal Pell Grant 
maximum has risen slightly between 1976 and 2008, it has not been 
able to keep pace with the total cost of college. 


Is a college degree still worth it? All this is not to say that lifetime earnings 
among those with a college degree are not, on average, still much higher 
than for those without. But even with unemployment among degree-earners 
at a low of 3 percent, the increase in wages over the past decade has 
remained at a flat 1 percent. And the pay gap between those with a degree 
and those without has continued to increase because wages for the rest have 
fallen (David Leonhardt, New York Times, The Upshot, May 27, 2014). 


But is college worth more than money? 


Generally, the first two years of college are essentially a liberal arts 
experience. The student is exposed to a fairly broad range of topics, from 
mathematics and the physical sciences to history and literature, the social 
sciences, and music and art through introductory and survey-styled courses. 
It is in this period that the student's world view is, it is hoped, expanded. 


Memorization of raw data still occurs, but if the system works, the student 
now looks at a larger world. Then, when he or she begins the process of 
specialization, it is with a much broader perspective than might be 
otherwise. This additional "cultural capital" can further enrich the life of the 
student, enhance his or her ability to work with experienced professionals, 
and build wisdom upon knowledge. Over two thousand years ago, Socrates 
said, "The unexamined life is not worth living." The real value of an 
education, then, is to enhance our skill at self-examination. 


A Brief History of CUNY 


As a referendum in New York City overwhelmingly supported the 
foundation of a public institution of higher education for the urban youth, 
the first tuition-free college in the United Sates, named the "Free 
Academy," started in 1849. It was renamed the College of the City of New 
York (CCNY) or “City College” about twenty years later (in 1866), and was 
further designated The City University of New York (CUNY) in 1961. 


In the first half century, this urban college was far from successful; the 
graduation rate was less than 10%. By the 1920s, however, its graduates’ 
accomplishments became so impressive that the college (CCNY) began 
being referred to as the “proletarian Harvard” or an open door for the urban 
poor to the middle class. Most students who contributed to this were Jews 
coming from eastern Europe around the turn of the century. About 75% of 
the student body then comprised Jews, and the rest of them included the 
Irish, Italians, and native-born Protestants who had initially been the largest 
part of student body. It was mostly this drastic transformation in the 
composition of the student body that contributed to the sudden betterment 
of the reputation of the college. 


During the 1950s and 60s, New York City witnessed another drastic 
transformation in its ethnic composition. About 700,000 blacks and Puerto 
Ricans replaced a similar number of whites who left in the postwar exodus 
to the suburbs. They, like traditional white ethnic groups such as Jews and 
Russians, began demanding equal opportunity for higher education under 
the transformed economy. 


In 1964, in reaction to the demand, the CUNY chancellor obtained funds 
from the state to set up an experimental admissions program in the 
community colleges known as College Discovery (CD). In addition, early 
in the summer of 1966, the state legislature passed a bill providing for an 
expanded freshman class in the fall. This led to the foundation of a special 
minority admissions program known as SEEK (“Search for Education, 
Elevation, and Knowledge”) in the four-year colleges. This program 
became the major avenue of minority entry into CUNY’s senior colleges. 


BIMCC Start Here. 


BOROUGH OF MANHATTAN COMMUNITY COLLEGE ¢ CUNY 


Borough of Manhattan Community College (BMCC) started in 1964 as a 
small, primarily business-oriented community college offering programs 
aimed at the business community. Originally located in two floors of a 
commercial building in midtown Manhattan, the college focused on 
preparing students for business careers and on providing a liberal arts 
education to students who wished to transfer to senior colleges. The college 
also created on-site training and management development courses for mid- 
level employees. BMCC continuously modified its in-house and on-site 
programs. 


CUNY Crises 


CUNY faced several crises. In the recent past, among others, because of 
New York City's fiscal crisis in the 1970s, the free tuition policy, which had 
lasted for more than a century, discontinued in Fall 1976. Equally gravely, 
in 1999, Mayor Rudolph Giuliani's advisory task force on CUNY issued its 
relentless report, titled "An Institution Adrift." According to this, the 
graduation rate at CUNY's senior colleges was lower than 10% within 4 
years. Also, it pointed out, too many CUNY students relied on remedial 
courses, which meant, according to the report, that they were not ready for 
higher education. The task force, thus, concluded CUNY to end its policy of 


open admissions to its four-year colleges, requiring new students who 
needed remediation to start at CUNY open-admissions community colleges. 


Tuition-Free Academy, Again 


In 2017, New York State officially announced, "We've made college tuition- 
free for middle class New Yorkers" (NY.Gov 2017). Governor Andrew 
Cuomo took the idea of tuition free for public colleges/universities from 
Senator Bernie Sanders's presidential campaign in 2016. Under this 
program called "The Excelsior Scholarship," more than 940,000 middle- 
class families and individuals making up to $125,000 per year will qualify 
to attend college tuition-free at all CUNY and SUNY two- and four-year 
colleges in New York State. The new program begins in the fall of 2017 and 
will be phased in over three years. In order to apply, students must: 


e Be residents of New York State; 

e Attend a SUNY or CUNY two- or four-year degree program; 

e Take 30 credits per calendar year (including January and Summer 
sessions); and 

e Plan to live and work in New York following graduation for the length 
of time they participate in the scholarship program. 


In Fall 2018, the total undergraduate enrollment in the entire CUNY system 
is 274,906 (more than a quarter a million) and that in BMCC, 26,506 (near 
10% of the CUNY student body) (OIRA 2019). Of the CUNY student body, 
57.8% are female. As for race, 32.4% are Hispanic; 25.5%, Black; 20.3%, 
White; and 21.4%, Asian. Their average age is 24. Nearly 35% were born 
outside of the U.S. mainland; 38% say English is not their first language. 
About 61% say their parents don't have a college degree. Nearly 53% work 
for pay longer than 20 hours per week. 


References 


Leonhardt, David. 2014. "Is College Worth It? Clearly , New Data Say." 
The New York Times. Retrieved December 12, 2014. 


new-data-say.html? r=Q&abt=0002&abg=1). 


Lorin Janet, and Jeanna Smialek. 2014. "College Graduates Struggle to 

Find Eployment Worth a Degree." Bloomberg. Retrieved December 12, 
2014. (http://www.bloomberg,.com/news/2014-06-05/college-graduates- 
strug ¢le-to-find-employment-worth-a-degree.html). 


New Oxford English Dictionary. "contradiction." New Oxford English 
Dictionary. Retrieved December 12, 2014. 
(http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/contrad 
iction?searchDictCode=all). 


NY.Gov. 2017. "Tuition-Free Degree Program: The Excelsior Scholarship." 
(https://www.ny.gov/programs/tuition-free-degree-program-excelsior- 
scholarship). 


Office of Institutional Research and Analysis (OIRA) of CUNY. 2019. 
"Current Student Data Book by Subject." 
(https://www.cuny.edu/about/administration/offices/oira/institutional/data/c 
urrent-student-data-book-by-subject/). 


Plumer, Brad. 2013. "Only 27 percent of college graduates have a job 
related ot their major." The Washington Post. Retrieved December 12, 
2014. 
(http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/wonkblog/wp/2013/05/20/only-27- 


Simon, R David. 1995. Social Problems and the Sociological Imagination: 
A Paradigm for Analysis. New York: McGraw-Hill Education. 


Education around the World 


e Identify differences in educational resources around the world 
e Describe the concept of universal access to education 


These children are at a library in 
Singapore, where students are 
outperforming U.S. students on 
worldwide tests. (Photo 
courtesy of kodomut/flickr) 


Education is a social institution through which children are taught basic 
academic knowledge, learning skills, and cultural norms. When sociologists 
talk about education, it's about "formal education" handled in schools, 
rather than informal education in families. Every nation is equipped with 
formal education today, but school systems vary greatly. The major factors 
that affect school systems are the resources and budgets. These factors yield 
educational inequality between, and within, nations. 


International differences in education systems are not solely a financial 
issue. The value placed on education, the amount of time devoted to it, and 
the distribution of education within a country also play a role in those 
differences. For example, students in South Korea spend 220 days a year in 
school, compared to the 180 days a year of their United States counterparts 
(Pellissier 2010). As of 2006, the United States ranked fifth among twenty- 
seven countries for college participation, but ranked sixteenth in the number 


of students who receive college degrees (National Center for Public Policy 
and Higher Education 2006). These statistics may be related to how much 
time is spent on education in the United States. 


Then there is the issue of educational distribution within a nation. In 
December 2010, the results of a test called the Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), which is administered to fifteen-year-old 
students worldwide, were released. Those results showed that students in 
the United States had fallen from fifteenth to twenty-fifth in the rankings 
for science and math (National Public Radio 2010). Students at the top of 
the rankings hailed from Shanghai, Finland, Hong Kong, and Singapore. 


Analysts determined that the nations and city-states at the top of the 
rankings had several things in common. For one, they had well-established 
standards for education with clear goals for all students. They also recruited 
teachers from the top 5 to 10 percent of university graduates each year, 
which is not the case for most countries (National Public Radio 2010). 


Finally, there is the issue of social factors. One analyst from the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, the organization 
that created the test, attributed 20 percent of performance differences and 
the United States’ low rankings to differences in social background. 
Researchers noted that educational resources, including money and quality 
teachers, are not distributed equitably in the United States. In the top- 
ranking countries, limited access to resources did not necessarily predict 
low performance. Analysts also noted what they described as “resilient 
students,” or those students who achieve at a higher level than one might 
expect given their social background. In Shanghai and Singapore, the 
proportion of resilient students is about 70 percent. In the United States, it is 
below 30 percent. These insights suggest that the United States’ educational 
system may be on a descending path that could detrimentally affect the 
country’s economy and its social landscape (National Public Radio 2010). 


Note: 
Education in Finland 


With public education in the United States under such intense criticism, 
why is it that Singapore, South Korea, and especially Finland (which is 
culturally most similar to us), have such excellent public education? Over 
the course of thirty years, the country has pulled itself from among the 
lowest rankings by the Organization of Economic Cooperation (OEDC) to 
first in 2012, and remains, as of 2014, in the top five. Contrary to the rigid 
curriculum and long hours demanded of students in South Korea and 
Singapore, Finnish education often seems paradoxical to outside observers 
because it appears to break a lot of the rules we take for granted. It is 
common for children to enter school at seven years old, and children will 
have more recess and less hours in school than U.S. children— 
approximately 300 less hours. Their homework load is light when 
compared to all other industrialized nations (nearly 300 fewer hours per 
year in elementary school). There are no gifted programs, almost no 
private schools, and no high-stakes national standardized tests (Laukkanen 
2008; LynNell Hancock 2011). 

Prioritization is different than in the United States. There is an emphasis on 
allocating resources for those who need them most, high standards, support 
for special needs students, qualified teachers taken from the top 10 percent 
of the nation's graduates and who must earn a Master's degree, evaluation 
of education, balancing decentralization and centralization. 

"We used to have a system which was really unequal," stated the Finnish 
Education Chief in an interview. "My parents never had a real possibility to 
study and have a higher education. We decided in the 1960s that we would 
provide a free quality education to all. Even universities are free of charge. 
Equal means that we support everyone and we’re not going to waste 
anyone’s skills." As for teachers, ''We don’t test our teachers or ask them to 
prove their knowledge. But it’s true that we do invest in a lot of additional 
teacher training even after they become teachers" (Gross-Loh 2014). 

Yet over the past decade Finland has consistently performed among the top 
nations on the PISA. Finland’s school children didn’t always excel. Finland 
built its excellent, efficient, and equitable educational system in a few 
decades from scratch, and the concept guiding almost every educational 
reform has been equity. The Finnish paradox is that by focusing on the 
bigger picture for all, Finland has succeeded at fostering the individual 
potential of most every child. 


"We created a school system based on equality to make sure we can 
develop everyone’s potential. Now we can see how well it’s been working. 
Last year the OECD tested adults from twenty-four countries measuring 
the skill levels of adults aged sixteen to sixty-five on a survey called the 
PIAAC (Programme for International Assessment of Adult Competencies), 
which tests skills in literacy, numeracy, and problem solving in technology- 
rich environments. Finland scored at or near the top on all measures." 


Formal and Informal Education 


As already mentioned, education is not solely concerned with the basic 
academic concepts that a student learns in the classroom. Societies also 
educate their children, outside of the school system, in matters of everyday 
practical living. These two types of learning are referred to as formal 
education and informal education. 


Formal education describes the learning of academic facts and concepts 
through a formal curriculum. Arising from the tutelage of ancient Greek 
thinkers, centuries of scholars have examined topics through formalized 
methods of learning. Education in earlier times was only available to the 
higher classes; they had the means for access to scholarly materials, plus the 
luxury of leisure time that could be used for learning. The Industrial 
Revolution and its accompanying social changes made education more 
accessible to the general population. Many families in the emerging middle 
class found new opportunities for schooling. 


The modern U.S. educational system is the result of this progression. Today, 
basic education is considered a right and responsibility for all citizens. 
Expectations of this system focus on formal education, with curricula and 
testing designed to ensure that students learn the facts and concepts that 
society believes are basic knowledge. 


In contrast, informal education describes learning about cultural values, 
norms, and expected behaviors by participating in a society. This type of 
learning occurs both through the formal education system and at home. Our 
earliest learning experiences generally happen via parents, relatives, and 


others in our community. Through informal education, we learn how to 
dress for different occasions, how to perform regular life routines like 
shopping for and preparing food, and how to keep our bodies clean. 


Parents teaching 
their children to 
cook provide an 
informal 
education. 
(Photo courtesy 
of 
eyeliam/flickr) 


Cultural transmission refers to the way people come to learn the values, 
beliefs, and social norms of their culture. Both informal and formal 
education include cultural transmission. For example, a student will learn 
about cultural aspects of modern history in a U.S. History classroom. In that 
same classroom, the student might learn the cultural norm for asking a 
classmate out on a date through passing notes and whispered conversations. 


Access to Education 


Another global concern in education is universal access. This term refers to 
people’s equal ability to participate in an education system. On a world 
level, access might be more difficult for certain groups based on class or 
gender (as was the case in the United States earlier in the nation’s history, a 
dynamic we still struggle to overcome). The modern idea of universal 
access arose in the United States as a concern for people with disabilities. In 
the United States, one way in which universal education is supported is 
through federal and state governments covering the cost of free public 
education. Of course, the way this plays out in terms of school budgets and 
taxes makes this an often-contested topic on the national, state, and 
community levels. 


Figure 1. 
Public Elementary-Secondary School System Revenue by Source and State: Fiscal Year 2012 
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Source: 2012 Census of Governments: Finance—Survey of School System Finances. Data are not subject to sampling error, but for information on nonsampling 
error and definitions, see introductory text. Data users who create their own estimates from these tables should cite the U.S. Census Bureau as the source of 
the original data only. 


How has your state’s revenue affected your educational 
opportunities? (Graph courtesy of Census of 
Govermments: Survey of School System Finances 2012) 


A precedent for universal access to education in the United States was set 
with the 1972 U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia’s decision in 
Mills v. Board of Education of the District of Columbia. This case was 


brought on the behalf of seven school-age children with special needs who 
argued that the school board was denying their access to free public 
education. The school board maintained that the children’s “exceptional” 
needs, which included mental retardation and mental illness, precluded their 
right to be educated for free in a public school setting. The board argued 
that the cost of educating these children would be too expensive and that the 
children would therefore have to remain at home without access to 
education. 


This case was resolved in a hearing without any trial. The judge, Joseph 
Cornelius Waddy, upheld the students’ right to education, finding that they 
were to be given either public education services or private education paid 
for by the Washington, D.C., board of education. He noted that 


Constitutional rights must be afforded citizens despite the greater 
expense involved ... the District of Columbia’s interest in 
educating the excluded children clearly must outweigh its interest 
in preserving its financial resources. ... The inadequacies of the 
District of Columbia Public School System whether occasioned 
by insufficient funding or administrative inefficiency, certainly 
cannot be permitted to bear more heavily on the “exceptional” or 
handicapped child than on the normal child (Mills v. Board of 
Education 1972). 


Today, the optimal way to include differently abled students in standard 
classrooms is still being researched and debated. “Inclusion” is a method 
that involves complete immersion in a standard classroom, whereas 
“mainstreaming” balances time in a special-needs classroom with standard 
classroom participation. There continues to be social debate surrounding 
how to implement the ideal of universal access to education. 


Summary 


Educational systems around the world have many differences, though the 
same factors—including resources and money—affect every educational 


system. Educational distribution is a major issue in many nations, including 
in the United States, where the amount of money spent per student varies 
greatly by state. Education happens through both formal and informal 
systems; both foster cultural transmission. Universal access to education is 
a worldwide concern. 


Further Research 


Though it’s a struggle, education is continually being improved in the 
developing world. To learn how educational programs are being fostered 
worldwide, explore the Education section of the Center for Global 
Development’s website: 

http://openstaxcollege.org/I/center_global development 
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Glossary 


cultural transmission 
the way people come to learn the values, beliefs, and social norms of 
their culture 


education 
a social institution through which a society’s children are taught basic 
academic knowledge, learning skills, and cultural norms 


formal education 
the learning of academic facts and concepts 


informal education 
education that involves learning about cultural values, norms, and 
expected behaviors through participation in a society 


universal access 
the equal ability of all people to participate in an education system 


Theoretical Perspectives on Education 


e Define manifest and latent functions of education 
e Explain and discuss how functionalism, conflict theory, feminism, and 
interactionism view issues of education 


While it is clear that education plays an integral role in individuals’ lives as 
well as society as a whole, sociologists view that role from many diverse 
points of view. Functionalists believe that education equips people to 
perform different functional roles in society. Conflict theorists view 
education as a means of widening the gap in social inequality. Feminist 
theorists point to evidence that sexism in education continues to prevent 
women from achieving a full measure of social equality. Symbolic 
interactionists study the dynamics of the classroom, the interactions 
between students and teachers, and how those affect everyday life. In this 
section, you will learn about each of these perspectives. 


Functionalism 


Functionalists view education as one of the most important social 
institutions. They contend that education contributes two kinds of functions: 
manifest (or primary) functions, which are planned and intended; and latent 
(or secondary) functions, which are unintended and hidden. In other words, 
manifest functions are good things resulting from the main purpose of the 
system and latent functions, good things resulting not from the main 
purpose of the system. 


Manifest functions in formal education include skills in reading, writing, 
and mathematics, i.e., academic knowledge and learning skills. On the other 
hand, latent functions in formal education include making friends, learning 
punctuality (the importance of time), learning how to behave in formal 
settings such as class meetings, and so on. 


Conflict Theory 


Conflict theorists do not believe that public schools reduce social inequality. 
Rather, they believe that the educational system reinforces and perpetuates 


social inequalities that arise from differences in class, gender, race, and 
ethnicity. Where functionalists see education as serving a beneficial role, 
conflict theorists view it in more critical lens. To them, educational systems 
help preserve the status quo and push people of lower status into obedience. 


Conflict theorists see the 
education system as a means 
by which those in power stay 

in power. (Photo courtesy 

Thomas Ricker/flickr) 


French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu coined the term cultural capital, 
cultural knowledge that can be used as if it were money. Other than cultural 
capital, Bourdieu offers several forms of capital, including financial capital 
(things that have monetary values), social capital (network of people who 
help each other), and symbolic capital (honor, prestige, or recognition). 


Possessing cultural capital can be understood as the same thing as sharing 
"class traits" of middle class, rather than those of lower class. It's a status- 
induced familiarity with legitimate culture (Bourdieu 1979 [1984]), which 
helps you go up to (or stay in) middle class. Job interviewers, for example, 
share middle-class traits, such as what Durkheim, Marx, and Weber said, 
and if an interviewee understands these, his/her application can be 
considered. For example: 


The interviewer: Oh yeah, you took a sociology course at BMCC? 
Great! I took it, too, several years ago, though. Was that Professor 
Hyodo? Anyway, then, let me ask you this: who said "religion is the 
opium of the people?" 

You: Ah... Kendrick Lamar? Right? 

The interviewer: ... 


Well, in this case, it may be a kind of "forget-about-it." Bourdieu and many 
other sociologists suggest, again, that "class reproduces itself." Upward 
mobility from lower class to middle class is not easy, but education 
(including cultural capital) is a breakthrough. 


The cycle of rewarding those who possess cultural capital is found in 
formal educational curricula as well as in the hidden curriculum, a kind of 
latent function which refers to the type of nonacademic knowledge that 
students learn through informal learning and cultural transmission. This 
hidden curriculum reinforces the positions of those with higher cultural 
capital and serves to maintain status unequally. 


Conflict theorists point to tracking, a formalized sorting system that places 
students on “tracks” (advanced versus low achievers) that can help 
perpetuate inequalities. The matching of students to different high school 
programs, based on teachers’ subjective views or prejudice against their 
students, has carried with it racial, ethnic, and social-class overtones. As a 
result, immigrant, poor, and minority youth are more often enrolled in low- 
level academic and vocational training, and middle-class whites are more 
often enrolled in academic, college-prep classes (National Center for 
Research 1992). 


To conflict theorists, schools play the role of training working-class 
students to accept and retain their position as lower members of society. 
They argue that this role is fulfilled through the disparity of resources 
available to students in richer and poorer neighborhoods as well as through 
testing (Lauen and Tyson 2008). 


IQ (intelligence quotient) tests have been attacked for being biased—for 
testing cultural knowledge rather than intelligence, cultural knowledge of 
white middle class. One question, for example, asked which of the 
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following words best matched the word “cup”--“wall,” “saucer,” “table,” or 
“window.” An African-American boy chose “table” because in his house, 
there are no saucers to put under the cups (Hoffpost 2017). His IQ test score 
was low. Is it fair? 


Though experts in testing claim that bias has been eliminated from tests, 
conflict theorists maintain that it is impossible. To conflict theorists, these 
tests, made mostly by those who share the white-middle-class cultural 
knowledge, are another way in which education does not provide 
opportunities, but instead helps maintain an established configuration of 
power. 


Feminist Theory 


Feminist theory aims to understand the mechanisms and roots of gender 
inequality in education, as well as their societal repercussions. Like many 
other institutions of society, educational systems are characterized by 
unequal treatment and opportunity for women. Almost two-thirds of the 
world’s 862 million illiterate people are women, and the illiteracy rate 
among women is expected to increase in many regions, especially in several 
African and Asian countries (UNESCO 2005; World Bank 2007). 


Women in the United States have been relatively late, historically speaking, 
to be granted entry to the public university system. In fact, it wasn’t until 
the establishment of Title IX of the Education Amendments in 1972 that 
discriminating on the basis of sex in U.S. education programs became 
illegal. In the United States, there is also a post-education gender disparity 
between what male and female college graduates earn. A study released in 
May 2011 showed that, among men and women who graduated from 
college between 2006 and 2010, men out-earned women by an average of 
more than $5,000 each year. First-year job earnings for men averaged 
$33,150; for women the average was $28,000 (Godofsky, Zukin, and van 
Hom 2011). Similar trends are seen among salaries of professionals in 
virtually all industries. 


When women face limited opportunities for education, their capacity to 
achieve equal rights, including financial independence, are limited. 


Feminist theory seeks to promote women’s rights to equal education (and its 
resultant benefits) across the world. 


Note: 

Grade Inflation: When Is an A Really a C? 

Consider a large-city newspaper publisher. Ten years ago, when culling 
résumés for an entry-level copywriter, they were well assured that if they 
selected a grad with a GPA of 3.7 or higher, they’d have someone with the 
writing skills to contribute to the workplace on day one. But over the last 
few years, they’ve noticed that A-level students don’t have the competency 
evident in the past. More and more, they find themselves in the position of 
educating new hires in abilities that, in the past, had been mastered during 
their education. 

This story illustrates a growing concern referred to as grade inflation—a 
term used to describe the observation that the correspondence between 
letter grades and the achievements they reflect has been changing (in a 
downward direction) over time. Put simply, what used to be considered C- 
level, or average, now often earns a student a B, or even an A. 

Why is this happening? Research on this emerging issue is ongoing, so no 
one is quite sure yet. Some cite the alleged shift toward a culture that 
rewards effort instead of product, i.e., the amount of work a student puts in 
raises the grade, even if the resulting product is poor quality. Another oft- 
cited contributor is the pressure many of today’s instructors feel to earn 
positive course evaluations from their students—records that can tie into 
teacher compensation, award of tenure, or the future career of a young grad 
teaching entry-level courses. The fact that these reviews are commonly 
posted online exacerbates this pressure. 

Other studies don’t agree that grade inflation exists at all. In any case, the 
issue is hotly debated, with many being called upon to conduct research to 
help us better understand and respond to this trend (National Public Radio 
2004; Mansfield 2005). 


Symbolic Interactionism 


Symbolic interactionism sees education as one way that labeling theory is 
seen in action. A symbolic interactionist might say that this labeling has a 
direct correlation to those who are in power and those who are labeled. For 
example, low standardized test scores or poor performance in a particular 
class often lead to a student who is labeled as a low achiever. Such labels 
are difficult to “shake off,” which can create a self-fulfilling prophecy 
(Merton 1968). 


In his book High School Confidential, Jeremy Iverson details his experience 
as a Stanford graduate posing as a student at a California high school. One 
of the problems he identifies in his research is that of teachers applying 
labels that students are never able to lose. One teacher told him, without 
knowing he was a bright graduate of a top university, that he would never 
amount to anything (Iverson 2006). Iverson obviously didn’t take this 
teacher’s false assessment to heart. But when an actual seventeen-year-old 
student hears this from a person with authority over her, it’s no wonder that 
the student might begin to “live down to” that label. 


The labeling with which symbolic interactionists concern themselves 
extends to the very degrees that symbolize completion of education. 
Credentialism embodies the emphasis on certificates or degrees to show 
that the applicant for the job has a certain skill, has attained a certain level 
of education, and has met certain job qualifications. This phenomenon 
began growing during the mode of economy shifting from industrial (blue- 
collar jobs) to postindustrial (white-collar jobs) among core nations. This 
requires applicants for good jobs to submit their resume showing, mostly, 
their education level, a symbol of their achievement. 


Indeed, as these examples show, labeling theory can significantly impact a 
student’s schooling. This is easily seen in the educational setting, as 
teachers and more powerful social groups within the school dole out labels 
that are adopted by the entire school population. 


Summary 


The major sociological theories offer insight into how we understand 
education. Functionalists view education as an important social institution 


that contributes both manifest and latent functions. Functionalists see 
education as serving the needs of society by preparing students for later 
roles, or functions, in society. Conflict theorists see schools as a means for 
perpetuating class, racial-ethnic, and gender inequalities. In the same vein, 
feminist theory focuses specifically on the mechanisms and roots of gender 
inequality in education. The theory of symbolic interactionism focuses on 
education as a means for labeling individuals. 


Further Research 


Can tracking actually improve learning? This 2009 article from Education 
Next explores the debate with evidence from Kenya. 
http://openstaxcollege.org/l/education next 


The National Center for Fair & Open Testing (FairTest) is committed to 
ending the bias and other flaws seen in standardized testing. Their mission 
is to ensure that students, teachers, and schools are evaluated fairly. You can 
learn more about their mission, as well as the latest in news on test bias and 
fairness, at their website: http://openstaxcollege.org/I/fair_ test 
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Glossary 


credentialism 
the emphasis on certificates or degrees to show that a person has a 
certain skill, has attained a certain level of education, or has met 
certain job qualifications 


cultural capital 
cultural knowledge that serves (metaphorically) as currency to help 
one navigate a culture 


grade inflation 
the idea that the achievement level associated with an A today is 
notably lower than the achievement level associated with A-level work 


a few decades ago 


hidden curriculum 
the type of nonacademic knowledge that people learn through informal 
learning and cultural transmission 


social placement 
the use of education to improve one’s social standing 


sorting 
classifying students based on academic merit or potential 


tracking 
a formalized sorting system that places students on “tracks” (advanced, 
low achievers) that perpetuate inequalities 


Issues in Education 
e Identify and discuss historical and contemporary issues in education 


As schools strive to fill a variety of roles in their students’ lives, many 
issues and challenges arise. Students walk a minefield of bullying, violence 
in schools, the results of declining funding, plus other problems that affect 
their education. When Americans are asked about their opinion of public 
education on the Gallup poll each year, reviews are mixed at best (Saad 
2008). Schools are no longer merely a place for learning and socializing. 
With the landmark Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka ruling in 1954, 
schools became a repository of much political and legal action that is at the 
heart of several issues in education. 


Equal Education 


"Separate but Equal" Ruled to Be Unconstitutional 

Until 1954, schools had operated under the precedent set by Plessy v. 
Ferguson in 1896, which allowed racial segregation in schools and private 
businesses (the case dealt specifically with railroads) and introduced the 
much maligned phrase “separate but equal” into the U.S. lexicon. The 1954 
Brown v. Board of Education decision overruled this, declaring that state 
laws that had established separate schools for black and white students 
were, in fact, unequal and unconstitutional. 


Arkansas against the Ruling 

While the ruling paved the way toward civil rights, it was also met with 
contention in many communities. In Arkansas in 1957, the governor 
mobilized the state National Guard to prevent black students from entering 
Little Rock Central High School. President Eisenhower, in response, sent 
members of the U.S. Army to uphold the students’ right to enter the school. 


Alabama: "Segregation Now, Segregation Tomorrow, Segregation 
Forever" 

In 1963, almost 10 years after the ruling, Governor George Wallace of 
Alabama used his own body to block two black students from entering the 
auditorium at the University of Alabama to enroll in the school. Wallace’s 


desperate attempt to uphold his policy of “segregation now, segregation 
tomorrow, segregation forever,” stated during his 1963 inauguration (PBS 
2000) became known as the “Stand in the Schoolhouse Door.” He refused 
to grant entry to the students until a general from the Alabama National 
Guard arrived on President Kennedy’s order. 
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President Eisenhower sent members of the U.S. 
Army to escort black students into Little Rock 
Central High School after the governor of 
Arkansas tried to deny them entry. (Photo courtesy 
of the U.S. Army) 


Presently, students of all races and ethnicities are permitted into schools, but 
there remains a troubling gap in the equality of education they receive. The 
long-term socially embedded effects of racism—and other discrimination 
and disadvantage—have left a residual mark of inequality in the nation’s 
education system. Students from wealthy families and those of lower 
socioeconomic status do not receive the same opportunities. 


Today’s public schools, including CUNY, are positioned to help remedy 
those gaps. Predicated on the notion of universal access, this system is 
mandated to accept and retain all students regardless of race, religion, social 
class, and the like. Moreover, public schools are held accountable to 
equitable per-student spending (Resnick 2004). Private schools, usually 
only accessible to students from high-income families, and schools in more 
affluent areas generally enjoy access to greater resources and better 
opportunities. In fact, some of the key predictors for student performance 
include social class and family background. Lower-class children often 
enter school with learning deficits they struggle to overcome throughout 
their educational tenure. These patterns, uncovered in the landmark 
Coleman Report of 1966, are still highly relevant today, as sociologists still 
generally agree that there is a great divide in the performance of middle- 
class whites and lower-class nonwhites (Coleman 1966). 


Head Start 


The findings in the Coleman Report were so powerful that they brought 
about two major changes to education in the United States. The federal 
Head Start program, which is still active and successful today, was 
developed to give low-income students an opportunity to make up the 
preschool deficit discussed in Coleman’s findings. The program provides 
academic-centered preschool to students of low socioeconomic status. 


Busing 


The second major change brought about after the release of the Coleman 
Report was less successful than the Head Start program and has been the 
subject of a great deal of controversy. With the goal of further desegregating 
education, courts across the United States ordered some school districts to 
begin a program that became known as “busing.” This program involved 
bringing students to schools outside their neighborhoods (and therefore 
schools they would not normally have the opportunity to attend) to bring 
racial diversity into balance. This practice was met with a great deal of 
public resistance from people on both sides dissatisfied with white students 


traveling to inner city schools and minority students bring transported to 
schools in the suburbs. 


No Child Left Behind 


In 2001, the Bush administration passed the No Child Left Behind Act 
(NCLB), which requires states to test students in designated grades. The 
results of those tests determine eligibility to receive federal funding. 
Schools that do not meet the standards set by the Act run the risk of having 
their funding cut. Sociologists and teachers alike have contended that the 
impact of the NCLB is far more negative than positive, arguing that a “one 
size fits all” concept cannot apply to education. 


The goal of the NCLB was audacious--by 2014, the law decreed, 100% of 
students would perform at grade level. Nonetheless, things have gotten 
worse instead by almost every measure (New York Times 2015). Students 
in the U.S. lag behind, compared to their counterparts in many other 
nations. The NCLB was dysfunctional. Without spending extra budgets, it 
gave schools, teachers, and students a lot of pressures, threatening rather the 
budget cut for schools that didn't meet the criteria. 


By 2015, criticisms of the NCLB grew straightforward from both 
Democrats and Republicans. The Congress, finally, decided to remove the 
punishment rule on the federal level given to states and districts that 
performed poorly. Not only that, but the federal government at this time 
also lost its power to impose academic requirements to public schools in 
any fashion. 


Starting Salaries of Teachers, % of GDP per capita, Selected Countries, 
2007 
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See the image above ("Starting Salaries of Teachers"). In South Korea and 
Germany, starting salaries for teachers are about 141% of GDP per capita, 
while the figure for the United States is only 81% (Economic Policy 
Institute 2008). In fact, all countries in this sample pay their teachers a 
significantly higher relative wage as a starting salary compared to the 
United States. While school teachers in South Korea are considered middle 
class, those in the U.S. are lower class. Keep this in mind and see below 
("Average Mathematics Test Scores for 15-Year-Olds"). 


Average Mathematics Test Scores for 15-Year-Olds, OECD Countries, 
2009 
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Source: OECD, Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), 2009 


According to the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
(2009), there seems to be a positive relationship between teachers’ salaries 
and their students’ performance in math tests. It is positive because the two 
variables (salaries and test scores) face the same direction. That is, the 
higher the salaries are, the higher the test scores tend to be. 


The United States is the world champion in terms of the GDP (gross 
domestic product)--i.e., the total amount of money transacted in a county in 
a given period of time, including the government spending plus the value of 
exports minus that of imports. Nevertheless, American teachers' salaries are 
pitifully low, and their students’ performance level is embarrassingly low, as 
well, compared to most other countries included in the OECD 
(Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development). How does the 
U.S. spend the budgets? 


Proposed changes to agency discretionary budgets in 2018 
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The image above presents the U.S. budgets under the Trump administration 
in 2018. The color blue indicates the increase and the color pink, the 
decrease. The size of the circle indicates the size of the budgets. "Defense," 
whose size is the largest among other circles, is blue (a big increase). By 
contrast, "education," whose size is way smaller than "defense," is pink (a 
decease). 


Most other institutions that serve ordinary people, such as "HHS" (health 
and human services), "HUD" (housing and urban development), "EPA" 
(environmental protection agency), "SBA" (small business administration), 
are all pink, too. "Defense" is important, of course, but how is the budget 
spent for it, specifically? 


Many scholars and journalists point out that a small number of powerful 
people including top politicians, top business leaders, and top leaders in 
Pentagon (U.S. military) unofficially organize what President Dwight 
Eisenhower in his farewell address in 1961 called the military-industrial 
complex. Such people move around between politics, business, and military 
in order to serve themselves, exchanging honorable positions, money, and 
power. (Our discussions will continue in Ch. 17, Government and Politics.) 


Bilingual Education 


New issues of inequality have entered the national conversation in recent 
years with the issue of bilingual education, which attempts to give equal 
opportunity to minority students through offering instruction in languages 
other than English. Though it is actually an old issue (bilingual education 
was federally mandated in 1968), it remains one of hot debate. Supporters 
of bilingual education argue that all students deserve equal opportunities in 
education—opportunities some students cannot access without instruction 
in their first language. On the other side, those who oppose bilingual 
education often point to the need for English fluency in everyday life and in 
the professional world. 


Common Core 


"The Common Core is a set of high-quality academic standards in 
mathematics and English language arts/literacy (ELA). These learning goals 
outline what a student should know and be able to do at the end of each 
grade." Included in the list of standards is that they be evidence-based, 
clear, understandable, consistent, aligned with college and career 
expectations, include the application of knowledge through higher-order 
thinking skills, and are informed by other top-performing countries (The 
Common Core State Standards Initiative 2014). 


The primary controversy over the Common Core State Standards, or simply 
the Common Core, from the standpoint of teachers, parents and students, 
and even administrators, is not so much the standards themselves, but the 
assessment process and the high stakes involved. Both the national teacher's 
unions in the United States initially agreed to them, at least in principle. But 


both have since become strong voices of criticism. Given a public education 
system that is primarily funded by local property taxes, rather than by state 
and federal funds distributed to all schools equally, we see a wide disparity 
of funding per student throughout the country, with the result that students 
in schools funded by well-to-do communities are clearly better off than 
those who are not, sometimes only a few miles away. 


What gets measured? 


Much has been said about the quality, usefulness, and even accuracy of 
many of the standardized tests. Math questions have been found to be 
misleading and poorly phrased; for instance, “Tyler made 36 total snowfalls 
with is a multiple of how triangular snowflakes he made. How many 
triangular snowflakes could he have made?” 


Some of the essays had questions that made little sense to the students. One 
notable test question in 2014 that dominated the Internet for a time was 
about "The Hare and the Pineapple." This was a parody on the well-known 
Aesop fable of the race between the hare and the tortoise that appeared on a 
standardized test for New York's eighth-grade exam, with the tortoise 
changed into a talking pineapple. With the pineapple clearly unable to 
participate in a race and the hare winning, "the animals ate the pineapple." 
"Moral: Pineapples don’t have sleeves." 


At the end of the story, questions for the student included, "Which animal 
spoke the wisest words?" and "Why did the animals eat the talking fruit?" 


Charter Schools 


Charter schools are self-governing public schools that have signed 
agreements with state governments to improve students when poor 
performance is revealed on tests required by the No Child Left Behind Act. 
While such schools receive public money, they are not subject to the same 
rules that apply to regular public schools. In return, they make agreements 
to achieve specific results. Charter schools, as part of the public education 
system, are free to attend, and are accessible via lottery when there are more 


students seeking enrollment than there are spots available at the school. 
Some charter schools specialize in certain fields, such as the arts or science, 
while others are more generalized. 


Charter School Performance 
Compared to Public Schools 
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Same Worse Better 


The debate over the performance of charter 
schools vs. public schools is a charged one. 
Dozens of studies have been made on the 
topic, and some, as reflected in Stanford's 
CREDO study above, do not support the 
claim that charter schools always outperform 
public schools. (Source: Based on the 
CREDO study Multiple Choice: Charter 
School Performance in 16 States) 


Note: 
Money as Motivation in Charter Schools 


Public school teachers typically find stability, comprehensive benefits 
packages, and long-term job security. In 2011, one charter school in New 
York City set out to learn if teachers would give up those protections if it 
meant an opportunity to make much more money than the typical teacher’s 
salary. The Equity Project is a privately run charter school that offered 
teachers positions paying $125,000 per year (more than twice the average 
salary for teachers). The school’s founder and principal, Zeke Vanderhoek, 
explained that this allows him to attract the best and brightest teachers to 
his school—to decide whom he hires and how much they are paid—and 
build a school where “every teacher is a great teacher” (CBS News 2011). 
He sees attracting top teachers as a direct road to student achievement. A 
nationwide talent search resulted in the submission of thousands of 
applications. The final round of interviews consisted of a day-long trial 
run. The school looks for teachers who can show evidence of student 
growth and achievement. They also must be highly engaging. 

The majority of students at the school are African American and Hispanic, 
from poor families, and reading below grade level. The school faces the 
challenge faced by schools all over the United States: getting poor, 
disadvantaged students to perform at the same level as their more affluent 
counterparts. Vanderhoek believes his team of dream teachers can help 
students close their learning gaps by several grade levels within one year. 
This is not an affluent school. It is publicly funded and classes are held in 
trailers. Most of the school’s budget goes into the teachers’ salaries. There 
are no reading or math aides; those roles are filled by the regular classroom 
teachers. 

The experiment may be working. Students who were asked how they feel 
about their education at The Equity Project said that their teachers care if 
they succeed and give them the attention they need to achieve at high 
levels. They cite the feeling that their teachers believe in them as a major 
reason for liking school for the first time. 

Of course, with the high salary comes high risk. Most public schools offer 
contracts to teachers. Those contracts guarantee job security. But The 
Equity Project is an at-will employer. Those who don’t meet the standards 
set by the school will lose their jobs. Vanderhoek does not believe in 
teacher tenure, which he feels gives teachers “a job for life no matter how 
they perform” (CBS News 2011). With a teaching staff of roughly fifteen, 
he terminated two teachers after the first year. In comparison, in New York 


City as a whole, only seven teachers out of 55,000 with tenure have been 
terminated for poor performance. 

One of those two teachers who was let go said she was relieved, citing 
eighty- to ninety-hour work weeks and a decline in the quality of her 
family life. Meanwhile, there is some question as to whether the model is 
working. On one hand, there are individual success stories, such as a 
student whose reading skills increased two grade levels in a single year. On 
the other, there is the fact that on the state math and reading exams taken 
by all fifth graders, the Equity Project students remained out-scored by 
other district schools (CBS News 2011). Do charter schools actually work? 
A Stanford CREDO study in 2009 found "there is a wide variance in the 
quality of the nation’s several thousand charter schools with, in the 
aggregate, students in charter schools not faring as well as students in 
traditional public schools" (CREDO 2009). 


Teacher Training 


Schools face an issue of teacher effectiveness, in that most high school 
teachers perceive students as being prepared for college, while most college 
professors do not see those same students as prepared for the rigors of 
collegiate study. Some feel that this is due to teachers being unprepared to 
teach. Many teachers in the United States teach subject matter that is 
outside their own field of study. This is not the case in many European and 
Asian countries. Only eight percent of United States fourth-grade math 
teachers majored or minored in math, compared with 48 percent in 
Singapore. Further, students in disadvantaged American schools are 77 
percent more likely to be educated by a teacher who didn’t specialize in the 
subject matter than students who attend schools in affluent neighborhoods 
(Holt, McGrath, and Seastrom 2006). 


Social Promotion 


Social promotion is a controversial issue identified by educators and social 
scientists. This is the policy of passing students to the next grade regardless 
of how they perform. Critics of this practice argue that students should 


never move to the next grade if they have not mastered the skills required to 
“graduate” from the previous grade. Proponents of the practice question 
what a school is to do with a student who is three to four years older than 
other students in his/her grade, saying that this creates more issues than the 
practice of social promotion. 


In New York City, Mayor Bloomberg stopped this policy in 2003 for third 
graders, extending for seventh graders, as well, in 2005. These decisions 
triggered hot debates, as mentioned above. In 2014, however, Mayor de 
Blasio revived the policy. This also triggered hot, hot debates, as well. New 
York Post (2014), for example, argues: Looks as if the bad old days of 
“social promotion” are returning to New York City public schools. The de 
Blasio administration scrapped the results of standardized exams as the 
chief measure for determining promotions in grades 3 through 8..." 


Affirmative Action, a Quota System? 
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Source: U.S. Census 2010 (Courtesy of slideshare.net) 


Affirmative action policies are those in which an institution or 
organization actively engages in efforts to improve opportunities for 
historically excluded groups in American society (NCSL 2014). 
Affirmative action policies often focus on employment and education. In 
institutions of higher education, affirmative action refers to admission 


policies that provide equal access to education for those groups that have 
been historically excluded or underrepresented, such as women and 
minorities. Controversy surrounding the constitutionality of affirmative 
action programs has made the topic one of the most heated debates. Below 
are typical opinions of "pros" and "cons." 


Pros: Affirmative action fights racism and compensates the past. 
Cons: Affirmative action is reverse racism and punishes whites and 
Asians who are not responsible to the past. 


Lawsuits have been filed against universities that support the affirmative 
action policies, most notably, the University of Michigan. The white 
students who sued the university claimed that using race and/or gender as a 
factor in admissions is a violation of the Equal Protection Clause of the 
Fourteenth Amendment or Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (CNN 
2019). 


As the cases went up, in each step, one court decision was overruled by 
another. For a lawsuit eventually going up to the U.S. Supreme Court in 
2003, the decision very narrowly supported the affirmative action policies, 
by a vote of five to four (CNN 2019). This decision by no means was the 
very final. Another lawsuits against another universities are filed one after 
another... 


Rising Student Loan Debt 


In a growing concern, the amount of college loan debt that students are 
taking on is creating a new social challenge. As of 2010, the debts of 
students with student loans averaged $25,250 upon graduation, leaving 
students hard-pressed to repay their education while earning entry-level 
wages, even at the professional level (Lewin 2011). With the increase in 
unemployment since the 2008 recession, jobs are scarce and make this 
burden more pronounced. As recent grads find themselves unable to meet 
their financial obligations, all of society is affected. 


Home Schooling 


Homeschooling refers to children being educated in their own homes, 
typically by a parent, instead of in a traditional public or private school 
system. Proponents of this type of education argue that it provides an 
outstanding opportunity for student-centered learning while circumventing 
problems that plague today’s education system. Opponents counter that 
homeschooled children miss out on the opportunity for social development 
that occurs in standard classroom environments and school settings. 


Proponents say that parents know their own children better than anyone else 
and are thus best equipped to teach them. Those on the other side of the 
debate assert that childhood education is a complex task and requires the 
degree teachers spend four years earning. After all, they argue, a parent may 
know her child’s body better than anyone, yet she seeks out a doctor for her 
child’s medical treatment. Just as a doctor is a trained medical expert, 
teachers are trained education experts. 


The National Center for Education Statistics shows that the quality of the 
national education system isn’t the only major concern of homeschoolers. 
While nearly half cite their reason for homeschooling as the belief that they 
can give their child a better education than the school system can, just under 
AO percent choose homeschooling for “religious reasons” (NCES 2008). 


To date, researchers have not found consensus in studies evaluating the 
success, or lack thereof, of homeschooling. 


Summary 


As schools continue to fill many roles in the lives of students, challenges 
arise. Historical issues include the racial desegregation of schools, marked 
by the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka ruling. In today’s 
diverse educational landscape, socioeconomic status and diversity remain at 
the heart of issues in education, with programs such as the Head Start 
program attempting to give students equal footing. Other educational issues 
that impact society include charter schools, teaching to the test, student loan 
debt, and homeschooling. 


One hot topic is the Common Core State Standards, or the Common Core. 
The primary controversy over the Common Core, from the standpoint of 
teachers, parents and students, and even administrators, is not so much the 
standards themselves, but the assessment process and the high stakes 
involved 


Further Research 


Whether or not students in public schools are entitled to free speech is a 
subject of much debate. In the public school system, there can be a clash 
between the need for a safe learning environment and the guarantee to free 
speech granted to U.S. citizens. You can learn more about this complicated 
issue at the Center for Public Education. 
http://openstaxcollege.org/l/center_public education 
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Glossary 


Head Start program 
a federal program that provides academically focused preschool to 
students of low socioeconomic status 


No Child Left Behind Act 
an act that requires states to test students in prescribed grades, with the 
results of those tests determining eligibility to receive federal funding 


